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This thesis places Norwegian artist Edvard Munch (1863-1944) within the newly 
developing cultural context of science and occultism in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.  By highlighting key works within his oeuvre, the thesis illustrates 
the significance of the emerging scientific discoveries of invisible energies, such as X-
rays, in addition to occult practices, such as Spiritualism and Theosophy, for Munch. The 
first chapter examines Munch’s early introductions to occult traditions, providing a 
thorough description of the occult atmosphere of 1880s Oslo, in addition to highlighting 
the occult practices surrounding the group of artists and writers at the café Zum 
Schwarzen Ferkel [The Black Piglet] in Berlin.  Through an analysis of the progression 
of the many versions of his painting Puberty, chapter one establishes the significance of 
Munch’s early introduction to such occult themes. Building upon the occult foundation of 
chapter one, chapter two investigates the developments of Munch’s interest in Theosophy 
by highlighting the importance of new scientific discoveries such as electromagnetism 
and biological monism, exhibited for example in his 1909-1916 murals for the University 
 vii 
of Oslo’s Aula [Festival Hall]. Chapter three demonstrates how the artist’s interest in 
Theosophy manifests itself both in his visual work and his private journals, concluding 
with a discussion of his sketchbook project The Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil 
(1930-35, with earlier drawings added), which I argue sought to integrate the varying 
occult and scientific ideas he encountered in order to create a new spiritual ideology. 
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As he approached the end of his life Norwegian artist Edvard Munch (1863-1944) 
often ruminated on metaphysical questions.  In his private journals, Munch wondered 
about the nature of the soul and its existence within the universe, as well as the limits of 
perception and if the eye had the capability to see beyond our ordinary, visible reality.  
The artist mused, “We have suffered death during birth.  We are left with the strangest 
experience: the real birth, which is called death.  Born to what?”1  
Munch solidified such introspection in an interesting collection of writings and 
drawings entitled The Tree of Knowledge that he created towards the end of his life (Fig. 
1).  This polychrome sketchbook project, completed between the years 1930 and 1935, 
contains a series of text, drawings and lithographs that date as early as the 1890s.2  On 
some pages, lithographs and drawings are meticulously taped to the inside of the book, 
often coupled with handwritten, multi-colored poetic prose.  Munch created several of 
these images many years before he added accompanying text.  One example of this type 
of compelling juxtaposition is a page entitled “Notes of a madman” (Fig. 2).  On the page 
Munch attached a black line drawing that depicts a nude man standing with his arms by 
his side and fingers outstretched.  Concentric circles radiate outward from the man while 
several crudely drawn figures with their arms outstretched emerge from the heavens 
behind him.  A mixture of jagged and wavy lines creates the ambiguous atmosphere that 
surrounds the central figure.  Munch’s private writings reveal that this particular drawing 
was created in 1909.  The colorful text surrounding the image, however, was added in the 
                                                
1 Edvard Munch, T2748, September 1932; quoted in Poul Erik Tøjner, Munch: In His Own Words 
(Munich, London, New York: Prestel Verlag, 2001) 111.  
2 Dating for The Tree of Knowledge can be traced back to the Munch Museum’s online archive, 
www.emunch.no, as well as Tøjner, Munch: In His Own Words.   
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1930s.  It reads, “Mankind and his circles / The periphery rises above / in ethereal 
vibrations / And down below, the vibrations of the earth.”3   
Such mention of “peripheries” and “ethereal vibrations” bring to light the 
importance of new research done by historians such as Linda Dalrymple Henderson and 
Pascal Rousseau on the “vibratory cultures” of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
centuries.  Until the discoveries such as the X-ray in 1895 or the development of wireless 
telegraphy in the 1890s, the only known reality was that of the sensed visible world.  
After the X-ray established the limitations of the human eye, fascination with invisible 
phenomena permeated popular culture.  Moreover, space was now understood as filled 
with vibratory waves in the ether.4   
Given the wide array of cultural, intellectual, and scientific happenings across 
Norway, Berlin, and Paris at the turn-of-the-century, an interpretation of Munch’s work 
from a strictly biographical or Symbolist perspective will no longer suffice.  Research 
done by Munch scholar Arne Eggum, and, more recently, Pascal Rousseau and Shelley 
Cordulack has established that Munch was deeply interested in both science and the 
occult throughout his life.  Building upon this foundation initiated by Munch scholars, I 
will argue that Munch, like a true creator, sought to develop his own metaphysical belief 
system, one that was informed by the complex cultural climate of fin-de-siècle Europe.  
This ideological pursuit culminated in the creation of his sketchbook project The Tree of 
Knowledge.  
                                                
3 Munch, “The Tree of Knowledge,” ca. 1930-35, T2547; quoted in Tøjner, 118. The dating for this image 
can be traced back to both Tøjner, 108 as well as the Munch Museum’s online archive, www.emunch.no. 
4 See Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Vibratory Modernism: Boccioni, Kupka, and the Ether of Space,” in 
From Energy to Information: Representation in Science and Technology, Art and Literature, ed. Bruce 
Clarke and Linda Dalrymple Henderson (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 126-149. See 
also Pascal Rousseau, “Radiation: Metabolising the ‘New Rays,’” in Edvard Munch: The Modern Eye, ed. 
Angela Lampe and Clément Chéroux (London: Tate Publishing, 2012), 161-169. 
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In the first chapter of this thesis, I discuss the rich cultural context surrounding 
Munch’s early career, highlighting his introduction to several occult movements such as 
spiritualism as well as to psychical research.  I then resituate his painting Puberty—in its 
many versions—in this context. An analysis of the occult climate of the late nineteenth 
century in Norway, Berlin and Paris is essential to the interpretation of Munch’s later 
work.  Thus, in chapter two, after establishing his early connections to the occult I draw 
attention to the development of Munch’s interest in Theosophy, encouraged by his 
increasing attachment to science.  Lastly, in my third and concluding chapter, I discuss 
the varying ways in which Munch applied his Theosophical interests to the creation of his 
subsequent works.  I conclude with an interpretation of his large polychrome sketchbook 
project, The Tree of Knowledge, a creation reminiscent of ideas propagated by 
Theosophists such as Annie Besant and Charles Leadbeater.   
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Chapter One: Munch’s Early Years—Spiritualism, Psychical Research 
and “Psychic Force” 
Centered on Munch’s painting Puberty (Fig. 3), this chapter focuses on the 
various occult ideas and sources Munch encountered during these early stages of his 
artistic production.  Of the many works he created during this period of his life, Puberty 
is perhaps the most peculiar and certainly one of the most understudied within its cultural 
context.  Munch produced several different versions of this work throughout the years 
beginning as early as 1886 and completing his last version in the early 1910s.  
Altogether, he produced five paintings and three prints on the subject in his lifetime in 
addition to several sketches.  By focusing on the progression of these works over time, I 
intend to expose his early interest in the occult as well as his resolve in depicting the 
exteriorization of some kind of invisible “psychic force.” 
In order to address Munch’s complex history this thesis adopts an organizational 
scheme that places paintings in their cultural context.  Munch’s early career can be 
generally divided into four main sections, which are presented chronologically in this 
chapter.  First, I examine his critical years in Norway during the 1880s and the creation of 
his seminal painting The Sick Child.  Munch’s associations in Norway with figures such 
as Erik Fredrik Barth Horn (1828-1899), vicar of the church attended by the Munch 
family, and the “Kristiania Bohemians,” a group of artists and writers in Oslo, were key 
in his developing awareness of popular occult ideas, such as the emerging spiritualist 
movement.  Secondly, I discuss Munch’s early time in Paris during the early 1890s, in 
which he became familiar with Symbolist theory.  I then elaborate his critical interlude in 
Berlin from the years 1892 to 1895, where he joined the group of writers and artists 
centered at the café Zum Schwarzen Ferkel.  Around this time, there was a growing 
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interest in occultism, including spiritualism, as scholar Corinna Treitel has established.5  
Combined with the anti-materialist orientation of French Symbolism, the discovery of the 
X-ray in 1895 strongly suggested a possible unification of science and the occult that 
could support new artistic creation.6  Lastly, I discuss Munch’s brief time in Paris in 1896 
where, like his friend August Strindberg, he was exposed directly to Parisian occult 
sources and ideas. 
To conclude this chapter, I return to Puberty and analyze the varying ways in 
which Munch’s early exposure to the occult manifests itself within this work.  The 
painting depicts a young girl seated rigidly on the edge of a bed with a dark form looming 
ominously behind her.  I will argue that the form, previously interpreted by other scholars 
as a shadow, instead represents the exteriorization of an invisible energy.   Thus, his 
unusual painting can be recognized as a reflection of conversations on occultism that 
were taking place in Norway, Berlin, and Paris in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. 
OSLO IN THE 1880S: THE IMPACT OF SPIRITUALISM AND OF HANS JAEGER 
One of Munch’s earliest works, The Sick Child (1885-1886), was first painted 
during his years in Christiania, modern day Oslo (Fig. 4).  Like Puberty, Munch revisited 
the subject of sickness multiple times.  He produced several versions of the painting, the 
latest of which he completed around 1927.  The composition of each version generally 
remained consistent within the many reproductions, and for the sake of this discussion I 
will focus only on his earliest version, produced during 1885-1886.  The painting features 
                                                
5 Corinna Treitel, A Science for the Soul: Occultism and the Genesis of the German Modern (Baltimore and 
London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004). 




the profile of a small young girl, sitting upright in bed, turned towards a woman who is 
clutching her hand with her head down.  The painting is believed to reflect the tragic 
death of Munch’s loved ones, specifically his favorite sister, Sofie, who died of 
tuberculosis in 1877 and his mother who had also died of the same illness several years 
before in 1868.7  The quality of paint application in the image is quite experimental, as 
Munch created the image with long, semi-transparent vertical brushstrokes.  This 
technique adds an overall atmospheric quality to the work that, as Munch scholar Eggum 
suggests, may imply Munch’s developing interest in spiritualism during this period.8  
Spiritualism, which had large numbers of adherents by the late nineteenth century, 
had originated in a series of mysterious knockings experienced by two young girls, 
Katherine and Margaretta Fox, in a small cottage in Hydesville, New York in 1848.9  As 
numerous scholars have documented, by 1850 the United States saw a dramatic increase 
in the number of spirit mediums, estimated to be around a hundred in New York City 
alone in 1850, and the establishment of fifty to sixty spiritualist circles in Philadelphia, 
only two years after the rappings were first heard.10   The phenomenon then quickly 
spread to London and the rest of Europe as a series of mediums traveled to Europe to 
conduct séances.  Moreover, the publication of spiritualist Allen Kardec’s The Book of 
Mediums in 1861, which characterized spirit communications and compared them to 
telegraph messages, catalyzed interest in the exchange of information with the spirit 
                                                
7 Arne Eggum, Edvard Munch: Painting, Sketches and Studies (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1984), 
44; Dieter Buchhart, “Biography,” in Edvard Munch: Theme and Variation, ed. Klaus Albrecht Schröder 
and Antonia Hoerschelmann, exh. cat. (Albertina, Vienna: Hatje Cantz Publishers, 2003), 340.  
8 Arne Eggum, Munch and Photography (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1989), 29-37. 
9 For a full discussion of the origins of Spiritualism see Tatiana Kontou and Sara Willburn, “Introduction,” 
in The Ashgate Research Companion to Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism and the Occult, ed. Tatiana 
Kontou and Sarah Willburn (England and United States: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2012), 4.  See also 
Ruth Brandon, The Spiritualists: The Passion for the Occult in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983) 1-41. 
10 Treitel, A Science for the Soul, 37.  See also Brandon, The Spiritualists, 42.  
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world.11  After holding high-profile séances in Leipzig and Berlin, one American 
medium, Dr. Henry Slade, traveled to Christiania in 1886.12  Slade’s arrival in Norway 
augmented a growing fascination with spiritualism and the realms of the unknown 
throughout the country. 
As both Eggum and Sue Prideaux have documented, the Norwegian language 
professor H. Storjohann was the first individual to bring the Spiritualist movement to 
Christiania.13  Storjohann expressed this himself in a letter he wrote to The Spiritualist 
Record in 1883 in which he stated his mission to secure more subscribers to the magazine 
and declared, “I am the first pioneer here in Norway of our sacred cause.”14  His letter is 
worth quoting in length as it sets the tone for the early introduction of Spiritualism in 
Norway: 
Here [in Christiania] I have been fifteen months quietly settled, and will do all I 
can to promote our glorious cause…. My intention is to start a Spiritual paper and 
a library…. I will soon commence the translation of several Spiritual works, as 
the only Spiritualistic books now in the Norwegian language are Allan Kardec’s 
‘The Spirits’ Book,’ and ‘The Mediums’ Book,’ which have been translated in 
Copenhagen.  I hope the professors of the University here will soon occupy 
themselves with our cause; several discussions have been held upon animal 
magnetism, which has been fairly represented as a science.  The next step will 
bring them on the frontiers of Spiritualism.15 
As the head of the Scientific Public Library, notably across the street from 
‘Pultosten,’ a popular gathering place for young Norwegian artists in the early 1880s, 
Storjohann was able to promote the message of the Spiritualists by translating several 
                                                
11 Anthony Enns, “The Undead Author: Spiritualism, Technology and Authorship,” in The Ashgate 
Research Companion, ed. Tatiana Kontou and Sarah Willburn, 62-63. 
12 Treitel, A Science for the Soul, 4.  See also Eggum, Munch and Photography, 32.  
13 Sue Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
2005) 33. See also Eggum, Munch and Photography, 32. 
14 H. Storjohann, letter to the The Spiritual Record, July 19, 1883, pg. 240; published as “Experiences of a 
Norwegian,” The Spiritual Record 1 no. 4 (September 1883), 237-240. 
15 H. Storjohann, letter to the The Spiritual Record, July 19, 1883, pg. 240; published as “Experiences of a 
Norwegian,” The Spiritual Record 1 no. 4 (September 1883), 237-240. 
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books on the topic from English to Norwegian.16  According to Prideaux, Storjohann 
attracted a great many followers with his charismatic personality and often conducted 
séances in the library, in which the mediums would produce ectoplasm, turn tables, and 
conjure disembodied voices.17  Storjohann was also a supporter of other occult 
periodicals; for example, two volumes of The Theosophist published in 1880 and 1881 
list his name in the back in gratitude for his promised two-year subscription to the 
magazine.18  Storjohann’s connection with Munch was significant.  Not only was 
Storjohann Munch’s language teacher, but he also joined the Munch family on a summer 
trip to Gardemoen.  He even recruited Munch to help him with glass slides during a 
“Magic Lantern” lecture he gave in Gardemoen.19  
However, Munch’s connection to E.F.B. Horn, a central figure in Norwegian 
intellectual life, may have been even more important.  Vicar of the church attended by the 
Munch family, Horn knew the family quite well and is even pictured at the deathbed of 
Munch’s father in his 1914 painting The Sacrament (Fig. 5).20  Horn was also very 
engaged in discussions of Spiritualism in Christiania at this time and even published 
several articles on the movement.  For example, in his 1886 article “On Spiritism” in 
Luthersk Ugeskrift, Horn defended the Spiritualists’ agenda and explained the validity of 
certain Spiritualist practices such as spirit photography.21  
                                                
16 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 32. 
17 Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream, 33. 
18 See The Theosophist 1 no. 7 (April 1880); and The Theosophist 3 no. 1 (October 1881). 
19 Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream, 34. 
20 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 35.  
21 Eggum, 32-33. Whether Horn considered himself a Spiritualist is still a matter of debate.  Arne Eggum 
argues in his book Munch and Photography that Horn was a “confirmed Spiritualist” while Prideaux insists 
in Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream that Horn never explicitly states his allegiance one way or the other.  
However, Horn, as seen in his extensive investigation of the subject, absolutely believes that both 
Christians and scientists should take Spiritualism seriously.  
 9 
Spirit photography was a trend that began in the United States shortly after the 
invention of photography and first arrived in Europe in the early 1870s.  The first 
documented European case of attempted spirit photography was in the London studio of 
photographer Frederick Hudson, under the encouragement of his customers Samuel and 
Elizabeth Guppy.22  On March 4, 1872 Hudson took three photographs depicting a 
silhouetted figure behind Samuel Guppy’s head (Fig. 6).23  News of Hudson and his spirit 
photographs spread quickly throughout England.  According to scholar Andreas Fischer, 
at one point Hudson was apparently so overwhelmed with the sudden influx of orders that 
he “hardly found time to eat.”24  Georgiana Houghton, who recorded the events 
surrounding Hudson and his spirit photography, largely contributed to his growing 
popularity not only in London but throughout the continent as well.25  Houghton’s book, 
Chronicles of the Photographs of Spiritual Beings and Phenomena, was published in 
1882 and contained over fifty spirit photographs.  Horn occasionally referred to 
Houghton’s book in his articles as well as to other occult sources and periodicals 
including The Spiritual Record and Sphinx.26  
In the 1880s a noteworthy debate regarding spirit photography was developing 
surrounding Hudson’s photographs.27  Many were beginning to believe that the spirits in 
the photos were in fact mental projections by the medium that manifested themselves on 
                                                
22 Andreas Fischer, “‘A Photographer of Marvels’: Frederick Hudson and the Beginnings of Spirit 
Photography in Europe,” in The Perfect Medium: Photography and the Occult, ed. Clément Chéroux and 
Andreas Fischer (New Haven and London: Yale University Press), 29. 
23 Fischer, “‘A Photographer of Marvels,’” in The Perfect Medium, ed. Clément Chéroux and Andreas 
Fischer, 29. 
24 Fischer, “‘A Photographer of Marvels,’” 29. 
25 Fischer, 32. 
26 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 33. 
27 Andreas Fischer, “‘La Lune au front’: Remarks on the History of the Photography of Thought,” in The 
Perfect Medium, ed. Chéroux and Fischer, 139. 
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the photographic plate rather than sudden apparitions of ghosts or spirits.28  At the same 
time, the validity of the materialization of invisible spirits, and mediumship in general, 
was beginning to be called into question.  A dispute between Russian scientist Alexander 
Aksakov (1832-1903) and German philosopher Eduard von Hartmann (1842-1906) was 
at the heart of this debate on the authenticity of both the materialization of spirits and 
spirit photography.  In his book Der Spiritismus, published in 1884, von Hartmann 
argued that the materializations of spirits were nothing more than a telepathic 
hallucination set forth by mediums in séances.29  While he accepted the idea of telepathic 
or mediumistic force, he denied the existence of ghosts and spirits.   
Aksakov, in response to von Hartmann’s claims, published a series of articles in 
Psychische Studien to the defense of Spiritualism.30  These articles were later published 
as a book Animismus und Spiritismus in 1890, which Munch read in Berlin.  Munch’s 
friend in Berlin, the Polish writer Stanislaw Przybyszewski (1868-1927), recalled the 
time he gave Munch Aksakov’s book Animismus und Spiritismus.  He claimed that 
Munch “positively devoured it [the book] in an evening.”31  Spirit photography was 
central to Aksakov’s argument as he claimed the photographs were proof of 
materializations brought about by the medium.32  However, Aksakov was not as 
interested in proving the existence of spirits per se as in arguing for the existence of the 
materialization of a previously invisible force produced by psychic thought.33  
                                                
28 Fischer, “‘La Lune au front,’” in The Perfect Medium, ed. Chéroux and Fischer, 139. 
29 Andreas Fischer, “‘The Reciprocal Adaptation of Optics and Phenomena’: The Photographic Recording 
of Materializations,” in The Perfect Medium, ed. Chéroux and Fischer, 174.  See also Rolf H. Krauss, 
Beyond Light and Shadow (Munich: Nazraeli Press, 1995) for further discussion on the von 
Hartmann/Aksakov controversy. 
30 Fischer, “‘The Reciprocal Adaptation of Optics and Phenomena,’” in The Perfect Medium, ed. Chéroux 
and Fischer, 174.  
31 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 61. 
32 Fischer, “‘The Reciprocal Adaptation of Optics and Phenomena,’” 175. 
33 Fischer, 175.   
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The debate was a matter of public curiosity and occurred just one year before the 
publication of Horn’s articles.  Horn would have been aware of this debate, as he 
specifically discusses spirit photographs and their relationship to psychic force in his 
article “On the So-Called Psychic Force,” published in Aftenposten on September 14, 
1886.34  Horn was not only conscious of the Spiritualist movement but also considered it 
a matter of great importance, boldly claiming that there were more than thirty million 
Spiritualists in the world.35  Given Horn’s connection to the Munch family, it is highly 
probable that the artist, too, was familiar with his ideas on Spiritualism and very likely 
read his articles.   
Munch’s acquaintance with Horn would also have demonstrated that Spiritualism 
could act as an extension of his Christian faith.  Horn himself writes that the 
photographed spirits were “souls of the dead” and likens them to the angels in the Bible.36  
Horn argued that Spiritualist practices such as spirit photography or mediumistic séances 
were a confirmation of Christian teachings and should be considered an alternative 
branch of theology.37  Munch grew up in a strict Lutheran household, and Horn, as a 
Lutheran Vicar, would have demonstrated to the artist that he did not have to abandon his 
Christian upbringing in order to be engaged with the Spiritualist movement.  Horn 
asserted that both Christians and scientists alike needed to take Spiritualism seriously.38  
Munch regularly expressed his ideas on religion in his private journals, including his 
comment, “In all my work people will say that I am a doubter, but I never deny or mock 
                                                
34 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 32. 
35 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 33. See also Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream, 36. 
36 Prideaux, “Losing Faith 1878-1881,” 36. 
37 Prideaux, 34-37. 
38 Eggum, 32-33. See footnote 17 for further explanation. 
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religion.”39  Furthermore, as demonstrated in his frequent use of Christian imagery in his 
work throughout his lifetime—in his 1900 painting Golgatha, for example—Munch 
never completely abandoned his Christian-grounded worldview (Fig. 7).  
In addition to contributing to his introduction to Spiritualism, Munch’s years in 
Christiania were critical for his introduction to the “Kristiania Bohemians,” more 
particularly to author Hans Jaeger (1854-1910).40  Jaeger, an outspoken atheist and 
anarchist, became almost a father figure for Munch.41  He frequently challenged the 
artist’s beliefs, and according to Munch himself, influenced his work dramatically.  In a 
journal entry written later in his life Munch declared: 
I started off as an Impressionist, but after the violent soul-searching and conflicts 
of life which I experienced during the Bohemian era, Impressionism lacked the 
expressiveness I needed in my work.  I had to seek out the impressions that 
moved my inner being.  My acquaintance with Hans Jaeger helped me. (To paint 
one’s own life).42 
The artistic expressiveness Munch suggests in this quote reflects Jaeger’s 1885 
From the Kristiania Bohemia, a novel that outraged society in Christiania.  Jaeger’s 
passionate and controversial novel called for a dismantling of the establishment and 
ultimately led to his arrest shortly after it was published in 1885.43  Because he had quit 
his government job in order to publish such a radical novel, Jaeger quickly became 
something of a martyr for his fellow bohemians.44  Munch even supplied him with an 
                                                
39 Edvard Munch, Manuscript Okk 2734, ca. 1929; quoted in Ragna Stang, Edvard Munch (New York: 
Abbeville Press, 1977), 120; also quoted in Jeffery Howe, “Introduction: Munch in Context,” in Edvard 
Munch: Psyche, Symbol and Expression, ed. Jeffery Howe, exh. cat. Boston College McMullen Museum of 
Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001) 11.  
40 Hans Jaeger coined the term “Kristiania Bohemians,” appearing in the title of his controversial, semi-
autobiographical novel, From the Kristiania Bohemia.  
41 Howe, “Introduction: Munch in Context,” in Edvard Munch: Psyche, Symbol, Expression, ed. Jeffery 
Howe, 2.  
42 Edvard Munch, N122, ca. 1930; quoted in Tøjner, Munch: In His Own Words, 143. 
43 Howe, “Introduction: Munch in Context,” 2.  
44 Høifødt, “The Kristiania Bohemia Reflected in the Art of the Young Edvard Munch,” in Edvard Munch: 
An Anthology, ed. Erik Mørstad (Oslo: Oslo Academic Press, 2006), 18. Høifødt notes that Jaeger was 
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early version of a painting to decorate his jail cell, his Loving Woman or Madonna.45  
Furthermore, Jaeger had an unusual connection to Horn, since he was frequently given 
the task of recording the Vicar’s sermons and even devoted much of his final chapter to 
him in From the Kristiania Bohemia.46  Jaeger’s connection with Horn is strange, 
however, given his atheistic stance, but Eggum indicates that Horn, despite his Christian 
grounding, was generally respected among radical circles due to his unique belief that 
occult phenomena should serve as the basis of religion.47  
Munch eventually broke off his connection with Jaeger, however, over their 
significant ideological disagreements about the nature of life, religion and family.  Jaeger, 
fueled with a radical bohemian spirit, had constantly pressured Munch to break ties with 
his family, most particularly with his father.48  Jaeger felt that Dr. Christian Munch, with 
his concrete Lutheran faith, would distract and ultimately limit Munch’s creative process.  
Not surprisingly, Munch’s friendship with Jaeger caused his father much alarm as well.49  
While considered a hero for the bohemians, Jaeger was an extremely controversial 
individual.  Certain sources even recount events in which he was spat on as he walked 
down the street.50 
Much of Jaeger’s motivation for Munch to completely cut ties with his father 
stemmed from an event that took place during Munch’s first one-man exhibition in 1889, 
organized by the Students’ Association in Kristiania.51  According to an account written 
                                                                                                                                            
referred to in a number of enchanting ways such as ‘standard-bearer,’ ‘high priest,’ and ‘head of the 
Bohemians.’ 
45 Howe, “Introduction: Munch in Context,” 13.  
46 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 34. 
47 Eggum, 34. 
48 Høifødt, “The Kristiania Bohemia Reflected in the Art of the Young Edvard Munch,” in Edvard Munch: 
An Anthology, ed. Mørstad, 17.  
49 Høifødt, “The Kristiania Bohemia Reflected in the Art of the Young Edvard Munch,” 17. 
50 Høifødt, 24. 
51 Høifødt, 16. 
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by Jen Thiis, Munch covered up a controversial painting with a cloth when he got word 
that his father was coming to the exhibition.52  The controversial painting in question 
was, in fact, an early version of Puberty that was destroyed in a fire shortly after the 
exhibition.53  Thiis wrote of the occasion, “The artist did not want to remove the large 
picture from the wall, but at the same time he wanted to spare his father an unpleasant 
sight.  So he covered the painting with a cloth and all went well.”54 
After the death of his father that same year Jaeger and Munch broke off their 
friendship permanently as a result of a long argument regarding Jaeger’s lack of belief in 
an afterlife.  In what seems to be a response to his disagreements with Jaeger, Munch 
wrote in his “Violet Diary” in 1892: 
It is foolish to deny the existence of the soul. After all, you cannot deny the 
existence of life.  One must believe in immortality—in so far as the nucleus of life 
must after all exist after the death of the body…. The mysterious will always 
exist—the more one discovers, the more there will be of inexplicable things….55 
It was under these circumstances, mourning the recent death of his father and 
acknowledging the existence of mysterious and inexplicable things that Munch traveled 
to Berlin for the first time in 1892. 
MUNCH AND SYMBOLISM IN PARIS, 1889-1892 
In 1889, Munch left Norway for a state-funded trip to France, where he stayed for 
a brief time in Paris and then settled in St. Cloud, just outside of Paris on the Seine.56  In 
France, Munch studied the work of the Impressionists, as well as the Post-Impressionists, 
                                                
52 Prideaux, Edvard Munch: Behind the Scream, 95. See also Høifødt, 24. 
53 Høifødt, 24. 
54 Jens Thiis 1933, p. 160, footnote; quoted in Høifødt, 24.  
55 Edvard Munch, diary dated Nizza, January 8, 1892, F 2760, pp. 36, 37. Ms. Munch-Museum; in Charles 
Harrison and Paul Wood, Art in Theory, ed. Charles Harrison and Paul Wood, (Oxford: Blackwood 
Publishers, 1998), 1043. 
56 Eggum, Edvard Munch: Paintings, Sketches, and Studies, 62. 
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including Paul Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, and George 
Seurat.57  There he conducted several light studies, frequently utilizing the Parisian 
landscape as his subject matter.58  He even experimented with divisionist techniques of 
Seurat, as seen for example in two of his 1891 paintings, Rue Lafayette (Fig. 8) and Rue 
de Rivoli (Fig. 9).  Moreover, Munch also became familiar with symbolist theory 
emerging in France at the time, which was accentuated by his close friendship with 
Danish Symbolist poet Emmanuel Goldstein.59   
Munch’s exposure to artists like Gauguin and Toulouse-Lautrec in Paris further 
encouraged his exploration of new artistic techniques.60 Art historian Richard Shiff 
examines the Symbolist context of Munch’s work, comparing his desire to paint the 
experience of emotion to that of Gauguin.61  Shiff raises the question of mental 
projection, contemplating whether the artist projects his emotion onto the scenes he 
paints or if the scene itself prompts an emotional reaction from the artist.62  While this 
inquiry may remain open-ended, the artist’s knowledge of Albert Aurier’s theories of 
Symbolist art, as well as new French artistic ideas about the expressive possibilities of 
color and form, make clear Munch’s interest in capturing or provoking emotion.  
Reflections of Aurier’s theories are present in Munch’s journals at the time.63  There he 
wrote, for example, 
                                                
57 Eggum, Edvard Munch: Paintings, Sketches, and Studies, 61. 
58 Eggum, 66-67. 
59 Eggum, 62. 
60 Eggum, 74. 
61 Richard Shiff, “Golf,” trans. Els Kuijpers, in Edvard Munch, ed. Charlotte van Lingen (Rotterdam: 
Kunsthal Rotterdam, 2010), 160-73; see English translation, Shiff, “Wave,” 8. 
62 Shiff, “Golf,” trans. Els Kuijpers, in Edvard Munch, ed. Charlotte van Lingen, 160-73; see English 
translation, Shiff, “Wave,” 8. 
63 Eggum, 72. On Aurier’s theories, see, for example, Patricia Townley Matthews, Aurier’s Symbolist Art 
Criticism and Theory (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1986). 
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After a while the suits are black once again—If you want to paint this kind of 
mood—with a billiard table—you might as well paint it crimson—If one is to 
paint the impression of a moment—the mood—the human—then one must do 
that.64 
By 1892 Munch’s Symbolist leanings became more apparent in his work.  His 
1892 painting Vision in particular, which depicts a man’s head emerging from the depths 
of a pond surrounded by swans, was greatly admired for its Symbolist qualities by the 
Berlin literary circles with which he later became associated that same year (Fig. 10).65  
MUNCH AND OCCULTISM IN BERLIN, 1892-1895 
In 1892 Munch arrived in Berlin, where he made his artistic debut in November 
of that year in an exhibition organized by the Association of Berlin Artists.66  Norwegian 
playwright and old friend from Christiania, Gunnar Heiberg (1857-1929), then introduced 
Munch to the avant-garde circle centered at the café Zum Schwarzen Ferkel or The Black 
Piglet.  The group consisted of several artists and writers including Polish author 
Stanislaw Przybyszewski and his Norwegian wife, Dagny Juel-Przybyszewska, Swedish 
dramatist August Strindberg, Danish author Holger Drachmann, Norwegian art historian 
Jens Thiis, German poet Richard Dehmel, Swedish writer Adolf Paul, and German author 
Franz Servaes.67  The collection of intellectuals met nightly at the café, where they 
frequently engaged in passionate discussions on radical new ideas. 
The occult was very well established in Germany by the late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries.  Berlin alone had fifty-two occult clubs dealing with a wide array of 
                                                
64 Edvard Munch, from his Violet Diary, January 2, 1891; quoted in Eggum, Edvard Munch: Paintings, 
Sketches, and Studies, 72. 
65 Eggum, 83. 
66 Carla Lathe, “Munch and Modernism in Berlin 1892-1903,” in Edvard Munch: The Frieze of Life, ed. 
Mara-Helen Wood (London: National Gallery Publications, 1992) 38. 
67 Howe, “Introduction: Munch in Context,” 15.  
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occult pursuits, including psychical research, Spiritualism, magnetism and Theosophy.68  
Interest in occultism encompassed a wide demographic, with members ranging from 
lower to upper classes alike.69  Far from appealing only to the fringes of German society, 
occult groups were highly popular within the general population well into the 1930s, 
when the Nazis forced such groups to disband.70   
The activities of the Schwarzen Ferkel circle were typical of this cultural climate, 
as some members attended séances and many questioned the material reality of their 
surroundings.  Przybyszewski’s Polish friend Alfred Wysocki recounted his brief time 
with the Schwarzen Ferkel group, including his memory of Przybyszewski frequently 
playing Chopin on the piano at the café, and hitting the keys with fury while whispering 
prayers or reciting poetry to himself, his face twisted in agony.71  Fellow Schwarzen 
Ferkel member, Franz Servaes described Przybyszewski’s audience as “electrified.”72  As 
art historian Carla Lathe elaborates in her article “Munch and Modernism in Berlin 1892-
1903,” during these performances some members of the Zum Schwarzen Ferkel screamed 
“as if seized by a higher spirit,” while others threw themselves onto their knees as if in 
prayer.73  Many members of the Schwarzen Ferkel group participated in séances at the 
sculptor Franciszek Flaum’s studio, where they would hope a ghost would leave an 
imprint of feet on wet clay.74  
                                                
68 Treitel, A Science for the Soul, 59.  In this chapter Treitel establishes the relevancy of the occult in 
Germany during this period in great detail.   
69 Treitel, 60. 
70 Treitel, 57-58. 
71 Lathe, “Munch and Modernism in Berlin 1892-1903,” in Edvard Munch: The Frieze of Life, 42. See also 
Alfred Wysocki, Sprzed Pol Wieku, Cracow 1956. 
72 “Jung Berlin III,” Die Zeit (December 5, 1896), 155; quoted in Lathe, “Munch and Modernism in Berlin 
1892-1903,” 42.  
73 “Jung Berlin III,” Die Zeit (December 5, 1896), 155; quoted in Lathe, “Munch and Modernism in Berlin 
1892-1903,” 42. 
74 Lathe, “Munch and Modernism in Berlin 1892-1903,” 43.  
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Przybyszewski was deeply engaged in the ideas suggested by the Spiritualists and 
other occult groups in Berlin, regularly practicing “Black Magic” and even considering 
himself a Satanist at one point.75  He frequently encouraged other members of the 
Schwarzen Ferkel to join him in his practices.  He claimed in his writings that he had 
tried to involve August Strindberg in occultism and the fashionable ideas of “Black 
Magic” at one point, but, according to historian Gören Soderstrom, the “abstract, 
speculative metaphysics of Przybyszewski and the Symbolists were alien to him.”76  
Munch, however, was more receptive to Przybyszewski’s encouragement and, as 
Przybyszewski recounted in his writings, also had an extensive knowledge of 
contemporary literature on the occult.77  As noted earlier, Przybyszewski described 
Munch’s reading Aksakov’s book in one evening. 78 
With the prominence of Spiritualist and occult organizations in Berlin, the 
members of the Zum Schwarzen Ferkel circle had a variety of occult sources at their 
disposal.  For enthusiasts of Spiritualism, there were a “dozen or so” spiritualist journals, 
such as the popular German periodical Die Uebersinnliche Welt, published monthly from 
1893 to 1922.79  For adherents of Theosophy there were prominent journals, such as 
Sphinx or Metaphysische Rundschau.80  If one were interested in the connections between 
science, mediumship and other psychic phenomena, there were several periodicals on the 
                                                
75 Lathe, 42.  According to Alex Owen, those who practiced “Black Magic” “manipulated natural forces, 
often for self-interested purposes.” See Alex Owen, The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the 
Culture of the Modern (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 19.  
76 Gören Söderstrom, “Strindberg in the Artists’ Community of Paris,” in Strindberg: Painter and 
Photographer, ed. Per Hedström (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2001), 136. 
77 Eggum, Munch and Photography, 61. 
78 Eggum, 61. 
79 Linda Dalrymple Henderson, “Forgotten Meta-Realities of Modernism: Die Uebersinniche Welt and the 
International Cultures of Science and Occultism,” The Glass Bead, no. 1 (2016), www.glass-
bead.org/article/the-forgotten-meta-realities-of-modernism. Treitel used the phrase “dozen or so” in Treitel, 
A Science for the Soul, 71.  
80 Treitel, 71. 
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subject of psychical research, the most popular of which was Psychische Studien, the 
“preeminent journal of German psychical research until the 1930s.”81 
The establishment of the Society for Psychical Research in 1882 had led to a new 
mode of inquiry into Spiritualism.  The Society provided a scientific platform for the 
investigation of spiritual forces that were observable and sought to provide absolute and 
tangible proof to the mysteries surrounding Spiritualism.82  The Society sought to 
scientifically explain phenomena such as telepathy and apparitions.83  Spiritualism and 
other occult beliefs were often interconnected with science, and many scientists were also 
interested in occult phenomena, such as Sir William Crookes, Sir Oliver Lodge, and 
Camille Flammarion.84  Chemist Sir William Crookes published an article linking 
Spiritualism with science as early as 1869 in the Quarterly Journal of Science with his 
first experimental reports appearing in the same journal in 1871.85   Crookes, like many 
others, sought to prove the existence of a “psychic force” to explain séance phenomena, 
and he often utilized several different measuring devices during mediumistic séances.86  
With the discovery of the X-ray by Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen in December 1895, 
which established the limitations of the human eye, occultists found new support for their 
arguments for invisible realities.  Establishing the photographic plate as able to record 
invisible radiations, the X-ray supported the arguments of spirit photographers and 
others. X-rays encouraged the public and many artists, including Munch, to consider new 
                                                
81 Treitel, A Science for the Soul, 71. 
82 Richard Noakes, “Sciences of Spiritualism in Victorian Britain: Possibilities and Problems,” in The 
Ashgate Research Companion, ed. Tatiana Kontou and Sarah Willburn, 51.  See also Brandon, The 
Spiritualists, 88. 
83 Noakes, “Sciences of Spiritualism in Victorian Britain,” 38-39.  
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85 Brandon, The Spiritualists, 78-79. 
86 Treitel, A Science for the Soul, 39.  See also Brandon, The Spiritualists, 78-87. 
 20 
modes of perception.87  In a note entitled “Do Spirits Exist,” dated close to the end of his 
life, Munch reflected on capabilities of the human eye as he wrote,  
We see what we see—because it is in the nature of our eyes to do so…. Had we 
possessed different, stronger eyes—we would—like X-rays—be able to see our 
wicks—our skeleton.  Had we possessed other eyes, we would have seen our 
outer, flickering aura—and we would have had a different shape.  There is no 
reason why other creatures with lighter, more solvent molecules, may not move 
around like us. The souls of our loved ones—e.g. spirits.88   
Before the X-ray’s discovery Munch and Przybyszewski would also have been 
familiar with another kind of invisible ray. German chemist Carl Ludwig Freiherr von 
Reichenbach (1788-1869) had postulated the existence of “Od” rays in 1852.  According 
to Reichenbach, the “Od” was a natural force that permeated throughout nature.89  
Similar to invisible forces like gravity, electricity and magnetism, the “Od” would 
“adhere to persons and flow out from them.”90  In addition, mediums or people with 
“special abilities” could also see “Od,” since all objects were believed to radiate it and all 
humans and animals were considered “surrounded by a luminous atmosphere” (See Fig. 
18).91  Przybyszewski was familiar with “Od rays” and supposedly warned Strindberg 
about invisible forces affecting him from afar while he was in Paris in 1896.92  Moreover, 
as historian Christoph Asendorf argues, it is likely that Albert Kollman, who was a “long 
standing patron and fervent advocate of Reichenbach’s “Od” theory,” introduced 
                                                
87 Munch created two portraits with skeletal imagery, Self-Portrait with Skeleton Arm and Stanislaw 
Przybyszewski with Skeleton Arm, both of which are currently dated 1895, although the dates are not firm. 
Given Munch’s connections to scientific and medical professionals and the vast amount of publicity 
surrounding the X-ray’s discovery, these two works may well represent a response to it.  
88 Edvard Munch, “Do Spirits Exist?,” ca. 1930; quoted in Tøjner, Munch: In His Own Words, 108. 
89 Krauss, Beyond Light and Shadow, 22. 
90 Christoph Asendorf, “Power, Instinct, Will—Munch’s Energetic World of Theater in the Context of Fin 
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Przybyszewski and many others members of the Zum Schwarzen Ferkel to the existence 
of “Od” rays.93  
While the X-ray encouraged many to challenge the limits of their perception, 
French Symbolism was also gaining popularity in Berlin.  As mentioned previously, 
Munch had been first introduced to French Symbolism during his short time in Paris 
between 1889 and 1892.  By the spring of 1895, Berlin hosted a large exhibition of 
international Symbolism.94  Moreover, members of the Zum Schwarzen Ferkel group 
were well aware of Symbolist theory.95  Przybyszewski was deeply interest in Symbolist 
writer Joris Karl Huysmans (1848-1907), who had propounded a new movement he 
called “Spiritual Naturalism” in 1891.  According to scholar Stephen Schloesser, 
Huysmans’s goal was to “conserve the Naturalist generation’s total description without 
any deformation of reality, yet simultaneously… resist the naturalists’ conclusion of total 
explanation from total description.”96   As is evident from the name of the movement, 
Huysmans attempted to blur the lines between the natural and spiritual world.  Thus, the 
Spiritualist Naturalists attempted to describe, with a positivist precision, the unknown 
mysteries of the world, including the newly developing mystical ideas on invisible 
realities.   
Przybyszewski’s 1894 publication Psychischer Naturalismus [Psychic 
Naturalism] was clearly meant to parallel Huysmans’ “Spiritual Naturalism.”97  
Przybyszewski desired for his Psychic Naturalism to be a blend of both Naturalism and 
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Symbolism, and intended, like Spiritual Naturalism, to turn inward to the world of 
“vision, clairvoyance and dream” in order to divulge the mysteries of the universe.98  In 
his Psychic Naturalism Przybyszewski emphasized the importance of the individual and 
expounded on his belief that the soul could solve the mysteries of the world and 
contained the “eternal element” of individuality.99  He believed an individual’s inward 
thoughts were intimately connected to science and thus resulted in an urgent need to 
record with Naturalist precision “immediately, nakedly, and faithfully” every experience 
of the soul.100  To Przybyszewski, Munch’s works perfectly captured the goals of  
“Psychic Naturalism.”  As he wrote in 1894, “…When I stood before the pictures of 
Edvard Munch: once again I found myself confronted with the naked revelation of an 
individuality, with the creative products of a somnambular and transcendental 
consciousness, what is commonly called ‘the unconscious.’”101 
MUNCH IN PARIS, 1896 
Building on his earlier experience in Paris, Munch’s return to Paris in 1896, while 
brief, encouraged his further exploration of occult topics such as Spiritualism and 
psychical research.  After arriving in October of 1896, Munch joined Strindberg’s circle 
at Madame Charlotte Caron’s crémerie in La Purée Artistique at Rue Vecingorix.102  The 
group consisted of several occultists surrounding Strindberg, who at this point had 
become deeply interested in occult pursuits and frequently practiced alchemy.  The group 
at La Purée Artistique included artists Albert von Stockenström and Paul Herrmann, who 
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followed Strindberg’s occultist vision closely and whom Strindberg considered his occult 
“apprentices.”103  During this period Strindberg became “obsessed” with French engineer 
Albert de Rochas’s book L’Extériorisation de la sensibilité (1895).104  Eggum also 
suggests parallels between Strindberg’s ‘celestographs’ and French physician Hippolyte 
Baraduc’s book L’âme humain et l’iconographie de l’invisible fluidique (1896).105 
While in Paris Munch created a compelling portrait of Strindberg (Fig. 11).  The 
black-and-white lithograph depicts Strindberg’s face emerging from an opaque black 
background.  Framing the portrait are jagged lines that range from more angular to more 
wavy lines.  During this period of close contact between Munch and Strindberg, 
Strindberg experienced his first major “Inferno” crisis.  His “Inferno Crisis,” a term 
Strindberg coined himself in his 1897 autobiographical book Inferno, was characterized 
by increasing paranoia, which resulted in a breakdown in 1896.106  In fact, composer 
Frederick Delius asserted that Strindberg’s breakdown was brought on by a visit from 
Przybyszewski and Munch.  According to Delius, Strindberg believed the two men were 
trying to poison him with gas and invisible electric currents.107   
Munch’s portrait of Strindberg offers a suggestive reflection of this context.  The 
lines framing the portrait likely refer to the invisible rays Strindberg believed were 
affecting him from afar, and suggest the “electromagnetic tension” Strindberg seems to 
have suffered from.108   Munch’s Portrait of Strindberg is a powerful document of the 
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cultural moment the painter and writer shared.  It appears that Munch, having witnessed 
Strindberg’s paranoia and subsequent breakdown, chose to apply some of the occultist 
themes of thought waves and rays in his portrait of the writer during his Paris stay.  After 
his encounter with Strindberg, Munch continued to visit Paris intermittently between the 
years 1896 and 1898.   
MUNCH’S EARLY OCCULT CONTEXTS AS REFLECTED IN PUBERTY 
Having surveyed Munch’s occult contexts, we may return to his unusual painting 
Puberty for reconsideration in light of the rich cultural climate described in the preceding 
pages.   
Munch executed his first painted version of Puberty as early as 1886.  
Unfortunately, no image of this version exists because it was destroyed in a fire: Munch 
describes it as the “first lost version of 1886.”109  It is likely that the painting was 
destroyed in the same fire that consumed five of the ten works he had exhibited in the 
Autumn Exhibition in Christiania in 1889.110  Munch revisited the subject and painted 
two more versions of the painting while in Berlin during the early 1890s.  Both paintings 
are very similar in composition, depicting the same frightened young girl seated rigidly 
on the edge of the bed, her hands crossed in front of her and her legs pressed closely 
together.  Many of Munch’s contemporaries suggested that the painting was a reference 
to Félicien Rops’s etching The Most Beautiful Love of Don Juan (Fig. 12).111  Munch, 
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however, denied this claim whole-heartedly asserting that the composition was entirely 
his own.112   
Reexamining the transition from his 1893 to his 1894-95 versions of Puberty 
suggests a distinct shift in Munch’s goal for the painting toward the idea of the 
exteriorization of an invisible “psychic force.” 
The first version, painted in 1893, depicts the young girl nervously looking away 
from the viewer (Fig. 13).  The dark “shadow-like” form next to her emerges from her 
feet and rises upwards in a thick dark band that firmly adheres to the contours of her 
body.  The form falls across the bed and changes direction as it rises up the back wall.  
While still conforming somewhat to the nature of a shadow, especially in its 
anthropomorphic appearance, the form also suggests something more and suggests a 
separate entity.  Eggum acknowledges the individualistic nature of the shadow form in 
his analysis of the painting, but he interprets the form as a symbolic representation 
embodying the anxieties and fears associated with puberty.113  
However, in his 1894-95 version of Puberty, which was created when Munch was 
more deeply involved with the Schwarzen Ferkel group, the form becomes much less 
shadow-like and more ambiguous (Fig. 3).  This version depicts the same young girl 
seated at the edge of the bed with a few slight changes.  For example, the girl in this 
version looks directly at the viewer.  Unlike the “shadow-like” behavior of the dark form 
in the 1893 version of the painting, the form rises directly from the girl’s feet.  As it rises 
upwards, the form slowly expands into a more rounded, anthropomorphic shape.  It 
separates entirely from the figure at shoulder level and does not cast onto the bed and 
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climb up the wall like in the first version; instead, it remains a cohesive body, 
materializing into a separate entity altogether.  In addition, Munch utilizes a much more 
experimental and expressive color palette in this later version of Puberty.  The dark form 
is comprised of a number of colors such as blue, red, and purple, unlike the black 
shadow-like form of his 1893 version.    
The dark form in Munch’s lithograph versions of Puberty (1895 and 1902) 
maintains the same behavioral characteristics as in the 1894-95 version of the painting, 
which as a print reverses the orientation (Fig. 14 and Fig. 15).  The dark mass does not 
behave like a shadow as in the 1893 version, but instead expands outwards from the 
young girl, embodying a separate entity.  Furthermore, his later 1914 version of Puberty 
conforms to the same compositional pattern as the 1894-95 painting, as well as to the 
lithographs (Fig. 16).  Moreover, the 1914 painting’s block-like and textural style further 
solidifies the form, adding a more permanent effect to the dark mass. The experimental 
style of the 1914 painting creates a harsher and more threatening tone. The young girl, 
whose gaze is more penetrating, occupies less of the picture plane thereby drawing the 
viewer’s attention even more to the dark mass that commands the pictorial space.114 
So what encouraged such a dramatic change in the dark form over just the course 
of two years?  It is likely that Munch’s introduction to occult sources throughout his early 
life informed or even encouraged the change that occurs in the shadow-form across the 
two versions.  In my view, the striking progression of the shadow-like entity between his 
1893 and 1894-95 paintings suggests that Munch was directly responding to the occult 
conversations taking place in Norway, Berlin and Paris during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries.  Moreover, as demonstrated by the artist’s commitment to 
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maintain the same shape of the dark and looming form across media and well into the 
1900s, Munch resolved to depict, not a shadow, but an exteriorized type of “force” or 
psychic projection. 
Given the prominence of Reichenbach’s “Od” as well as the discovery of the X-
ray, many individuals in the 1890s, such as Baraduc and Rochas, were interested in 
capturing different kinds of human and animal radiations.115  Baraduc’s work, for 
example, was described subsequently in an article titled “The Experiments of M. 
Baraduc,” in an 1896 issue of Borderlands, a prominent occult journal:  
There are few persons who have not felt at least curiosity as to the recent 
announcement that it was now possible to photograph thought.  The presentation 
of our bones, or the matter of our brain, or the action of the heart, by the “X” rays 
would be far transcended in importance, if it were once established that we could 
procure a permanent record of our passing moods and fancies.  Suggestion at a 
distance would be nothing to photography at a distance, and we should have a 
new motive for the cultivation of will power, if it availed to precipitate an image 
conceived of, upon a sensitized plate.116 
Baraduc performed photographic experiments and sought to capture the 
“luminous vibrations” of “vital force,” often by placing his hands or forehead onto 
photographic plates.117  He believed his photographs of “l’invisible fluidique” could also 
be created by will.  Baraduc argued that if one conceived of an image, its fluidic body 
would manifest on a photographic plate (Fig. 17).118  Likewise, Rochas was also 
interested in recording the “externalization of a part of one’s physical and emotional 
individuality.”119  Rochas believed that the vibrations externalized from a person’s 
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thoughts could imprint themselves onto photographic plates and that the photograph 
would act as a “bridge” between the invisible vibrations emanating from within a person 
and the visible world (Fig. 18).120  It was in Paris that Strindberg was so deeply interested 
in Baraduc’s most popular book, L’âme humaine, ses mouvements, ses lumières et 
l’iconographie de l’invisible fluidique (1896) as well as Rochas’s L’Extériorisation de la 
sensibilité (1895).121  However, as Henderson has pointed out, these ideas were 
circulating by the time Munch painted Puberty in 1893.122  Rochas published his Les 
états profonds de l’hypnose in 1892, and one year later, in 1893, Baraduc published his 
La force vitale, notre corps vital fluidique, sa formule biométrique.123  
The dark form that emerges from the feet of the young girl in the 1894-95 
painting in this context, may well represent exteriorized psychic energy, a theme Munch 
would have encountered as early as Aksakov’s book, which he read so eagerly in Berlin.  
Aksakov had specifically addressed the materialization of an unknown psychic force.124 
Reichenbach’s ideas were likewise popular in Berlin.  In particular, given the 
international circulation of ideas via occult periodicals and the Zum Schwarzen Ferkel 
circle’s interest in Reichenbach, members could well have encountered early works by 
Baraduc and Rochas.  Even the artist’s earlier time in Norway during the 1880s was 
critical form Munch in introducing him to Spiritualism.  Against this historical backdrop, 
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I believe we can safely read the shadow-like form in the paintings as the exteriorization 
of a type of “psychic energy,” which has been materialized by the heightened state of 
awareness that a young girl might experience during such an important and transitional 
stage of life as puberty.  
In this context the change in the direction of the young girl’s stare between the 
1893 and 1894-95 versions is also noteworthy.  In the 1893 version of the painting, with 
its shadow-like dark form, the girl looks away from the viewer.  However, in the 1894-95 
version of the painting, which features the more ambiguous dark mass, the young girl 
stares directly at the viewer suggesting her self-awareness of her changing physical 
condition.  During this period, spirit mediums were typically female, since they were 
believed to be better suited for mediumship due to their more delicate sensibilities; others 
argued that feminine minds were “more plastic.”125  Therefore, Munch’s more 
ambiguous, entity-like form coupled with the confrontational stare in the 1894-95 version 
of Puberty may reflect Munch’s conception of the young girl as a vehicle (or medium) 
for projecting inner states.  
These significant changes that occur throughout the several versions of Munch’s 
Puberty illustrate the impact that his early exposure to the occult had on his artistic 
production.  In the following years, as Munch matured both as an artist and as a man, so 
did his belief system.  As will be seen in the coming chapters Munch began to develop 
his own ideological path—one that would encompass a wide variety of esoteric themes, 
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including an attachment to Theosophical ideas and would culminate in the eventual 
creation of his 1932-35 Tree of Knowledge sketchbook project.  
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Chapter Two: The Development of Edvard Munch’s Theosophical 
Interests 
Chapter one focused on the cultural climate surrounding Munch’s early career, 
illuminating the occult conversations taking place in Norway, Berlin, and Paris at the end 
of the nineteenth century and reconsidering his painting Puberty within this context.  
Building upon this foundation, the following chapter will introduce the development of 
Munch’s Theosophical leanings, which became more apparent in the work he produced 
toward the end of his life.  Munch’s early time in Norway during the 1880s facilitated his 
receptiveness to the occult ideas to which he was later exposed in Berlin and Paris in the 
1890s.  Furthermore, his experience in Berlin and Paris enlarged his knowledge of 
various occult topics, including Spiritualism, and introduced him to hypotheses regarding 
the existence of invisible energies like ‘Od’ rays or Baraduc’s “vital force.”  In the years 
following, Munch continued to nurture his attitude on invisible realities by expanding his 
knowledge of contemporary science.   The more he was exposed to new scientific 
developments and theories, the more complicated his understanding of invisible 
phenomena became.  Ultimately, as this chapter will argue, by the early 1900s Munch’s 
belief system shifted slightly, demonstrating values more suggestive of Theosophy.  
The Theosophical Society, founded by Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky in 
1875, sought to create a fresh spiritual ideology that used science as the foundation for a 
new metaphysical school of thought.126  Blavatsky, a self-proclaimed medium, was 
introduced to Spiritualism in Paris in the 1850s and actively rejected its principles, more 
specifically its processes of communicating with spirits or souls of the dead.127  She 
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wrote of her experience, “I was sent from Paris on purpose to America to prove the 
phenomena and their reality and—show the fallacy of the Spiritualistic theories of 
‘Spirits.’”128  In 1875 she wrote, “I am here, in this country sent by my Lodge, on behalf 
of Truth in modern Spiritualism, and it is my most sacred duty to unveil what is and 
expose what is not.”129 
In her effort to build her new ideology Blavatsky drew upon aspects of 
Spiritualism as well as the Cabala, hermeticism, and Indian religions.130  Rather than 
communicating with the dead, she instead transcribed messages from what she called the 
“Mahatmas,” or highly evolved spiritual beings.131  As a response to Darwin’s materialist 
theory of evolution, Theosophy focused on the advancement or evolution of the soul 
across astral planes.132  An adherent of Theosophy would advance across seven planes in 
a process that was known as “involution and evolution.”  The first three planes of 
descent, or involution, were designated to assist an individual’s consciousness achieve a 
more involved relationship with its “eternal companion,” or “matter.”133 Thus the 
involution planes were subsequently understood to be “made of successively denser—
though to us still intangible—matter.”134  The fourth plane, neither one of involution or 
evolution, consisted of the living world, and was filled with “solid substance,” “with its 
clearly focused distinctions in spirit-matter.”135  The final three planes comprise the 
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evolution would lead an individual back to “the primordial oneness, wisdom, and 
bliss.”136   
Theosophy appealed to a wide audience and was centered on three stated objects: 
“First—To form a nucleus of the Universal Brotherhood of Humanity…, Second—To 
promote the study of Aryan and other Scriptures, of the World’s religion and sciences…. 
Third—To investigate the hidden mysteries of Nature under every aspect possible, and 
the psychic and spiritual powers latent in man….”137 Theosophy was particularly popular 
in England, and in 1907 English Theosophist Annie Besant succeeded Blavatsky as 
president of the Theosophical Society.138  Besant, with the help of fellow English 
Theosophist Charles Webster Leadbeater, emphasized a Theosophical method that more 
precisely described the “the subtle planes and hierarchies of Masters.”139  To do so, she 
and Leadbeater released numerous publications regarding the existence of colorful 
“higher bodies” that manifested themselves in higher astral planes, often including many 
colorful illustrations, done by others, within their texts.140  
As scholar Corinna Treitel has argued in her book A Science for the Soul, the 
development of Spiritualism and other occult movements across Europe during this 
period resulted in many people feeling pulled between an objective and subjective 
knowledge of reality.141  Using prominent German Theosophical leader Franz Hartmann 
as an example, Treitel explained that the “spiritualist explanation” of the manifestation of 
invisible spirits often left people unsatisfied in their pursuit of an ultimate reality or 
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truth.142  For many who were previously interested in Spiritualism, Theosophy was a 
natural transition, and the Theosophical Society quickly became an international 
movement, rapidly expanding throughout Europe.143  Building upon Treitel, the 
following chapter will demonstrate that Munch, like Hartmann, was dissatisfied with the 
explanations of spiritualists of mysterious phenomena and actively sought to discover the 
“truth” behind reality, often utilizing a visual and textual language reminiscent of 
Theosophical ideologies.  
Despite Munch’s strong scientific interests, he likely found the Society for 
Psychical Research’s explanation for invisible forces such as telepathy through science 
alone insufficient, given the artist’s previously argued attachment to religion and interests 
in Spiritualism.  Instead, the objectives of Theosophy, with its blend of both scientific 
and spiritual beliefs, were likely more appealing and a logical extension of his previously 
established interest in Spiritualism.  Furthermore, some Munch scholars have already 
touched upon the likelihood of Munch’s interest in Theosophy.  Scholar Alf Bøe, in his 
book Edvard Munch, briefly mentions Munch’s increasing interest in “cosmic powers” 
by the early 1900s, which likely made the philosophy of Theosophist/Anthroposophist 
Rudolf Steiner appealing.144  He also suggests that the artist’s Aula murals at the 
University of Oslo of 1909 to 1916 reflect aspects of Steiner’s philosophy.145   
In 1902 Steiner became the secretary of the German Theosophical Society in 
which he began his attempts to shift the orientation of the German Theosophical Society 
to more Western mystical traditions.146  He also argued in 1904 that spiritual success was 
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“intimately linked to the success of nineteenth-century science.”147 He left the German 
Theosophical Society in 1909, separating himself from Besant and Leadbeater after a 
disagreement over their attempt at making a young Brahmin boy, Jiddu Krishnamurti, a 
“Mahatma.”148 Shortly after Steiner founded Anthroposophy many other German 
Theosophists left the society in order to follow him.149  Munch, active in Berlin between 
1902 and 1909, would have witnessed Steiner’s rise in popularity and, as Bøe suggests, 
was likely attracted to his ideas.  
Significantly, a number of Munch’s acquaintances in Berlin, including several 
members of the Zum Schwarzen Ferkel group, were involved in some way with 
Theosophy.150  For example, a 1911 publication, Theosophisches Leben, featured German 
writer and fellow Schwarzen Ferkel member Richard Dehmel’s aphorisms on art.151  
Schwarzen Ferkel member Franz Servaes promoted ideas of synaethesia and thought-
transfer, suggesting that the brain had the ability to project “rhythms from one mind to 
the other.”152  Many writers and artists of the period were fascinated by the idea of 
synaesthetic overlapping of the senses, and while these concerns appealed broadly to 
varying occult groups, they are also themes present in Besant and Leadbeater’s 
Theosophical text of 1905, Thought-Forms, which will be discussed at length in the 
following pages.153   
Moreover, Munch’s close friend Strindberg owned the Swedish translations of 
both Besant’s Den uråldriga visdomen, grunddragen af de teosofiska lärorna [The 
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Ancient Wisdom: The Essence of the Theosophical Teachings] (1900) and Blavatsky’s 
Nyckel till teosofien [Key to Theosophy] (1890).154  Even Storjohann, Munch’s language 
teacher in Norway, was a subscriber to The Theosophist in the early 1880s, only a few 
years after Theosophy was founded.155  Furthermore, members of the Schwarzen Ferkel 
group had connections with the Theosophical journal Sphinx.  An 1893 edition of Sphinx 
featured Richard Dehmel’s poetry, and in 1894 Sphinx contributor Franz Evers reviewed 
Przybyszewski’s Psychic Naturalism, which, as mentioned in chapter one, discussed 
Munch’s paintings in depth.156  
Much of Munch’s early work in Berlin and Paris, including Puberty, featured 
themes that were more focused on the individual psyche, or as Przybyszewski described, 
“the naked revelation of an individuality.”157  However, as demonstrated in the following 
chapter, Munch’s later work featured subjects that dealt more with the progression of 
humanity in the cosmos, an objective reflected in Theosophy’s first tenet.  In addition, the 
works Munch produced in the early 1900s and beyond expose his alliance with 
Theosophy’s second and third tenets, “to promote the study of Aryan and other 
Scriptures, of the World’s religion and sciences,” and “to investigate the hidden mysteries 
of Nature under every aspect possible, and the psychic and spiritual powers latent in 
man.”158  The upcoming two sections address the ways in which contemporary scientific 
concepts and theories such as electromagnetism, ether, and monist philosophy 
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encouraged the development of a worldview that would have made Theosophy appealing 
to Munch. 
THE VIBRATORY ETHER, ELECTROMAGNETISM, AND INVISIBLE WAVES 
In 1911 Leadbeater wrote in his “An Outline of Theosophy,”  
Theosophy may be described to the outside world as an intelligent theory of the 
universe.  Yet for those who have studied it, it is not theory, but fact; for it is a 
definite science, capable of being studied, and its teachings are verifiable by 
investigation and experiment for those who are willing to take the trouble to 
qualify themselves for such enquiry.159 
Much of Munch’s interest in Theosophy can be attributed to his growing 
attachment to science, specifically to themes such as electromagnetism and radiation.  
New scientific discoveries, as highlighted in chapter one’s discussion of the X-ray, were 
highly influential within the world of the occult in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.  The theories of “new rays” and the invention of wireless telegraphy in the 
1890s contributed to an idea of a new invisible reality, unified by vibratory waves of 
energy that traveled through the ether at varying frequencies.   
The ether was understood as an invisible substance, neither liquid nor solid, that 
existed throughout the universe, enabling the travel of electromagnetic and other invisible 
waves.160 The nature of the ether was theorized by many of the period, and as Henderson 
has established, encouraged many writers and artists to embrace a new conception of 
reality.161  British physician Henry A. Fotherby defined this mysterious substance in 1906 
stating:  
Till comparatively recently there were many physical phenomena which were 
incapable of explanation, such as light, heat, and electricity.  But the theory has 
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been postulated that a highly attenuated form of matter, which was neither solid, 
liquid nor gaseaous, occupies all space, interstellar and inter-molecular, whether 
terrestrial or celestial.  This form of all-pervading matter is known as ether…. it is 
now held that all radiant energy is due to vibrations of these particles [ions and 
electrons], and the different forms of it are capable of representation by an 
ascending scale of vibrations.162 
Munch’s journals indicate he was well aware of ether vibrations.  On April 16, 
1929 the artist wrote: 
In my earlier paintings and graphic works, the predominant wavy lines denoted 
and hinted at ether vibrations—with the feeling of a connection between the 
bodies…. At that time wireless telegraphy had not been invented.163  
Just as he references wireless telegraphy in the quote above, Munch often reflected upon 
the modern day technological and scientific advances that took place during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  In a journal reflection written in 1927-28, he 
firmly rooted his interest in the “vibratory” scientific atmosphere of fin-de-siècle Europe: 
I thought about the ideas I had been working on.  The planets in space and the 
atoms.  Electricity was an invisible source of energy, which materialized through 
its very energy—but it was earth-bound.  It had to move through wires.  The 
wireless transfer of electricity had arrived. Wave lengths were transmitted through 
solid matter—transmitted through space. Thoughts could be transferred through 
space.  X-rays that passed through the body were discovered. The radio.164 
Munch’s series of eleven large-scale murals, installed in the University Festival 
Hall, or Aula, at the University of Oslo, exemplifies his attraction to contemporary 
scientific developments.  In 1909, Munch moved to Norway’s southern coast where he 
began the ambitious mural project, which he eventually completed in 1916.165  Art 
historian Shelley Cordulack considers these important murals as representative of the 
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artist’s “final reconciliation between art, life and science.”166  Munch intended for the 
murals to symbolize the illuminating power of knowledge to represent what he defined as 
the “great and eternal forces of life.”167 
The murals, installed in the University’s Aula in 1916, are organized around the 
epic centerpiece painting, The Sun (Fig. 19).  Upon entering the hall one would see, in 
order from right to left, Chemistry, History, New Rays (Fig. 20), Women Turned Towards 
the Sun, Awakening Men in the Lightstream, The Sun, Geniuses in the Lightstream, Men 
Turned Towards the Sun (Fig. 21), Harvesting Women, Alma Mater, and The Source (Fig. 
22).  The four paintings that flank The Sun depict nude figures facing the massive light 
source: on the right Women Turned Towards the Sun (Fig. 23) and Awakening Men in the 
Lightstream (Fig. 24), and on the left Geniuses in the Lightstream (Fig. 25) and Men 
Turned Towards the Sun (Fig. 26).  Some figures are lying on the rocks while others 
stand erect, reaching their arms out towards the light.  The figures’ body language 
suggests that they are absorbing the energy-giving rays of the sun.168  The sun’s colorful 
rays extend outward from the centerpiece painting and enter into the frames of the 
surrounding four paintings, interconnecting all five murals.  Chapter three will return to 
the importance of this energy-giving lightstream, and its connection to Theosophy. 
The “life-giving” rays of the sun depicted within the Aula murals also suggest 
Munch’s continual interest in the theories regarding “new” rays and invisible waves 
pervading the universe.169  As discussed in the previous chapter, Munch was familiar 
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with Reichenbach’s ‘Od’ rays while in Berlin and Paris in the 1890s.  Moreover, in July 
of 1896 Munch witnessed August Strindberg’s ‘Inferno Crisis,’ which scholar Asendorf 
attributed to “electro-hysteria.”170 Strindberg’s journals of that year reveal his growing 
paranoia and fear that he was “being pursued by invisible, anonymous forces.”171  In 
addition, art historian Eggum attributes Strindberg’s paranoia to an article Röntgen 
published on the X-ray in 1896, “Ueber eine neue Art von strahlen.”172  
These early experiences form the basis of Munch’s awareness of invisible waves 
and vibrations.  In fact, while reflecting on his early career in a journal entry written 
between 1927 and 1933 the artist claimed that his earlier Frieze of Life paintings, which 
were painted in Berlin and included the paintings The Voice, Madonna, Melancholy, and 
Death in the Sickroom, were “the forerunners of those secretive rays, ether vibrations and 
waves.”173 Shiff argues that the “flow of related forms” created by the wave motif of 
Munch’s early works “implies a transfer of motion, not only as kinetic energy but as 
psychic energy—an emotional affinity.”174 During this period many individuals were 
theorizing on the existence of different types of rays.  For example, in 1903 French 
physicist Prosper-René Blondlot postulated the existence of “N-Rays.”175 A wide variety 
of materials were believed to emit N-rays, such as tempered steel, plants and the muscles 
and nerves of humans and animals.176 Akin to X-rays, invisible N-rays were also 
understood to pass through solid material.  
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Henry Fotherby in his 1906 article “Ether The Medium of the Subliminal Self,” 
noted earlier, also discussed N-rays.177  He claimed these N-Rays were radiations 
“emitted by nervous structures, which are capable of being sent and received through 
space, somewhat in the same way as the Hertz waves are in wireless telegraphy.”178 
Pascal Rousseau argues in his essay “Radiation: Metabolising the ‘New Rays’” that one 
of the Aula murals, New Rays, suggests Blondlot’s “N-Rays” (Fig. 27).179  New Rays, 
which was intended to represent physics, is displayed on the right-hand side of the 
Festival Hall and depicts a nude man and woman standing with their arms around one 
another in an embrace.180  They reach across their bodies, holding hands, and from their 
heads emerge colorful rays.   
Munch explored the concept of bodily radiations in many other works as well, and 
references to such ideas are apparent throughout his writings.  For example, Rousseau 
compares Munch’s 1912-13 painting, Ingeborg With Her Hands Behind Her Back (Fig. 
28) with an illustration from Rochas’s L’Extériorisation de la sensibilité (Fig. 29).181  He 
argues that the concentric radiating lines surrounding the portrait of Ingeborg were 
informed by Munch’s knowledge of Rochas and his concept of bodily radiations.182  In 
his 1987 book Munch and Photography, Eggum likewise suggested a connection to 
thought transfer in suggesting a link between Munch’s Portrait of Strindberg to what 
would come to be known as thought-forms (Fig. 11).183  He compared the jagged and 
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curved lines surrounding the portrait to a chart of “geometrical aura shapes” published in 
Neue Metaphysische Rundschau, a popular Theosophical journal (Fig. 30).184  
Furthermore, Munch wrote near the end of his life, “But what about the radiation? 
Everything is supposedly round.  The human being with its radiation, and all of life.”185 
As early as 1896, Besant theorized on the nature of astral bodies, publishing her 
ideas in an article entitled “Man and His Bodies,” within the Theosophical journal 
Lucifer.186  Besant and Leadbeater’s 1905 Thought-Forms, noted earlier, made the 
concept of thought transfer widely accessible and gave it visual form in color 
illustrations. Besant credits four artists in the foreword of Thought-Forms: “Mr. John 
Varley, Mr. Prince, Miss Macfarlane, and F. Bligh Bond,” as well as another who wished 
to remain anonymous.187  These artists created the colorful gauche illustrations paired 
with the text, portraying their interpretations of the visual qualities of thought perceived 
by both Besant and Leadbeater.188  Besant and Leadbeater defined thought-forms as 
mental vibrations produced by thought, which take on various physical attributes 
depending on the nature of the thought.189  Within their book they characterized the 
production of thought-forms in relation to three general principles: “1. Quality of thought 
determines color, 2. Nature of thought determines form, 3. Definiteness of thought 
determines clearness of outline.”190  
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Leadbeater’s earlier 1902 text Man Visible and Invisible, which was translated to 
German in 1908, had contained many colorful illustrations of the “formless world.”191  
The illustrations within Man Visible and Invisible depicted both the varying planes of 
matter and demonstrated the “thought-forms” and auras of individuals, seen for example 
in “Aura of the Devotional Type” (Fig. 31).  In addition, both Man Visible and Invisible 
and Thought-Forms contain a color chart, titled “Key to the Meanings of Colors,” which 
documented the “higher octaves of color” seen by clairvoyants in higher planes of nature 
(Fig. 32).192  As several scholars have already established, these color illustrations had a 
significant impact on artists at the time.  For example, parallels have been drawn between 
Russian painter Wassily Kandinsky’s 1912 Lady in Moscow and the multicolored “higher 
visions” of clairvoyants that appear within Theosophical texts (Fig. 33).193 
The photographic experiments of Baraduc and others provided a foundation for 
Besant and Leadbeater in the construction of their texts.  They specifically refer to the 
importance of Baraduc’s photographic experiments in the introduction to the first edition 
of Thought-Forms.  They praise his attempts at “photographing astro-mental images,” 
discussed in chapter one, and define them as the “results of vibrations in the grey matter 
of the brain.”194   However, Besant and Leadbeater were most concerned with the 
photographic images Baraduc produced at a distance by thinking strongly of an object or 
emotion.195  In an analysis of a photograph of a vortex Baraduc created by thinking 
strongly of sadness, Besant and Leadbeater asserted that the effect was caused by 
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vibrations in “etheric matter,” and continued by arguing “it is necessary to clairvoyantly 
see the thought in order to understand the results it produced.”196   
As previously established, electromagnetic waves, such as X-rays, in addition to 
other radiations such as N-rays and “thought-forms,” were commonly believed to travel 
through ether-filled space.197  Rousseau argued that The Sun, centerpiece of the Aula 
murals, represented Munch’s attempt to unravel the mysteries of light waves and energies 
traveling through the ether.198 According to Rousseau, the light rays of the sun 
represented “externalized manifestation of magnetic waves” that permeated throughout 
the cosmos.199  In his book Edvard Munch, Bøe refers to an account by Kristian 
Schreiner, friend of Munch and leader of Oslo University’s Anatomical Institute.  In his 
recollection of Munch Schreiner quoted the artist’s statement, “The orbiting of the 
planets is evidence of will.  And just as people’s words can be sent in the form of waves 
through the ether, so can their thoughts travel in wave-like motion.”200   
Munch’s The Tree of Knowledge sketchbook further demonstrates the artist’s 
belief in vibratory ether in addition to the invisible waves understood to permeate 
throughout ether-filled space.  As noted in the introduction, one page of the sketchbook 
contains a drawing that depicts a man surrounded with black circles and wavy lines (Fig. 
2).  The 1909 drawing, which Munch physically taped into his 1930-35 sketchbook 
project, contains a central figure surrounded by radiating black lines.  The text paired 
with the image reads, “Mankind and his circles / The periphery rises above, in ethereal 
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vibrations / and down below, the Vibrations of the Earth.”201  Here Munch makes clear 
his belief in vibratory ether is clear both pictorially and verbally.  The radiating black 
lines surrounding the central figure directly represent “mankind’s circles” permeating 
throughout the ether of space.   
The drawing also shares compositional features with some of the Aula murals.  
For example, the small figures that descend from the heavens and reach out to the man in 
the drawing suggest the putti-like figures hovering within the illuminating rays of the sun 
in Geniuses in the Lightstream (Fig. 25).  The same small figures appear in the mural 
Chemistry as well (Fig. 34).  In Chemistry, the figures seem to emerge out of the multi-
colored haze created by a chemical reaction induced by a nude man and woman mixing 
unknown chemicals below.  Clearly, Munch was well aware of the theme of ether 
vibrations in both of these contexts.  The compositional similarities between the drawing 
and the Aula University murals also suggest that the drawing might have been a form of 
preparatory sketch for the project.  
The depictions of waves of energy that appear within the Aula murals and many 
other works of this period, as well as the many references to vibratory ether in his 
journals indicate Munch’s interest in the developments of contemporary science.  In 
addition, his attachment to such themes suggests a curiosity to Theosophical theories 
regarding human radiations, vibrations, and waves as well.   
MONIST PHILOSOPHY 
While the references to rays and electromagnetism within the Aula murals 
demonstrate Munch’s interest in a vibratory universe, his extensive reading of biological 
monist philosophy further confirms the artist’s awareness of a unified world filled with 
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ether.202  In fin-de-siècle Europe theories of ether contributed to a growing acceptance of 
an interconnectivity of man and nature.  An excerpt from an English translation of 
German biologist Ernst Haeckel’s 1892 lecture on monism entitled Die Weltanschauung 
der Monistischen Wissenschaft [The Philosophy of Monistic Science] demonstrates this 
sense of interconnectivity.  He wrote:  
Only a few years ago the cosmic ether was to the majority of scientists an 
imponderable something…. All this was changed when Heinrich Hertze (1888) 
demonstrated the nature of electrical energy, by his beautiful experiences 
establishing the conjecture of Faraday that light and heat, electricity and 
magnetism, are closely related phenomena of one single set of forces, and depend 
on transverse vibrations of the ether… it is the vibrating ether we see.203 
Biological monism was a philosophical movement rooted in Haeckel’s theories 
that sought to link life with the “forces” of the physical world by encouraging a unified 
model of the universe.204 Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919) and English biologist Thomas 
Henry Huxley (1825-1895), both ardent followers of Charles Darwin, were the two main 
proponents of a substance called protoplasm.205 Protoplasm was understood to exist in all 
living things, including the smallest of cells and organisms, and Huxley considered 
protoplasm ‘the physical bases of life’ in 1869.206  Haeckel expanded on Huxley in his 
1899 text Die Welträthsel: Gemeinverständliche Studien über menistische Philosophie 
[The Riddle of the Universe], in which he wrote, “All phenomena of the psychic life are, 
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without exception, bound up with certain material changes in the living substance of the 
body, the protoplasm.”207  Haeckel’s widely read publications popularized the idea of 
protoplasm.  Scholar Robert Brain has argued that protoplasm served as a foundation for 
monist philosophies, and encouraged the visualization of “vibrations, waveforms, 
undulating lines and curves” in fin-de-siècle art.208   
As both scholars Brain and Cordulack have already established, Munch had a 
long-standing familiarity with scientific monist theories.  Haeckel’s theories, among other 
developments in contemporary science, were integral to Munch’s friendships with both 
Strindberg and Przybyszewski.209  In Berlin, Munch read Haeckel’s writings including 
Riddle of the Universe as well as his 1874 publication Anthropogenie oder 
Entwickelungsgeschichte des Menschen: gemeinverständliche wissenschaftliche 
Vorträge: über die Grundzüge der menschlichen: Keimes- und Stammes-Geschichte 
[Anthropogenie: Or, Evolutionary History of Man].210 In addition, advances in 
stereoscopic magnification made illustrations of microscopic biological organisms 
available to the public and Haeckel’s publications contained this new scientific 
imagery.211 
Anthropogenie contained illustrations of newly discovered seed and sperm cells 
(Fig. 35).  These illustrations of microscopic organisms likely intrigued Munch as 
references to cells and other microscopic organisms appear widely throughout his work.  
An illustration from his sketchbook depicting imagery reminiscent to the illustrations of 
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microscopic cells featured in Haeckel’s publication particularly emphasizes Munch’s 
interest in the microscopic (Fig. 36).  Likewise, Munch’s 1894-95 Madonna contains 
sperm-like imagery framing the image of woman as temptress (Fig. 37).   
Munch’s mention of protoplasm and cells in his journals illustrate his attachment 
to concepts of growth and regeneration, as well as indicate his receptiveness to Haeckel’s 
ideas regarding a unified understanding of humans and nature.  A note entitled “The 
Professor,” written around 1906, exemplifies his interest in the generative abilities of 
protoplasm, as well as the concept of nature-human interconnectivity:  
The will can be identified in the protoplasm…. A human being’s pores—see—
feel—move—and hear and talk.  The pores—the cells of the skin system—are the 
boundaries of the protoplasm.  We may say that the human being’s pores can see, 
feel—move—yet the desire of the human being was to see better, and so the two 
eyes developed.  It wanted to hear better, and so the ears developed.  It wanted to 
move about more freely—the feet—to touch more—the hands—etc.212  
For the artist, protoplasm linked the living body with psychic life as well as the 
physical forces of the universe.  The generative, life-giving abilities of protoplasm 
encouraged an ongoing theme of “metabolism” that runs through much of Munch’s work 
in this period, beginning in Berlin as early as 1892.213  Bøe compares Munch’s 1899 
painting Metabolism (Fig. 38), which depicts a nude man and woman standing on either 
side of a tree, to an Aula mural Alma Mater (Fig. 39).  He argues that a child’s face can 
been seen within the tree trunk in the composition of Alma Mater and that a similar fetus-
like form was depicted in Metabolism but was later painted over.214  He further argues 
                                                
212 Munch, “The Professor,” T 2785, ca. 1906; quoted in Tøjner, Munch: In His Own Words, 97.  Also 
quoted by Cordulack, Edvard Munch and the Physiology of Symbolism, 35.  
213 “Metabolism” was coined by German physiologist Carl von Voit in 1836 when published a handbook 
on the subject. Cordulack defined metabolism as “the chemical and physical process by which nourishment 
is made into protoplasm, which is then broken down to release energy for all vital processes;” See 
Cordulack, 97. 
214 Bøe, Edvard Munch, 17. 
 49 
that Haeckel’s own transmutation theory directly motivated Munch’s attachment to 
themes regarding rebirth or regeneration.215  
Moreover, his journals reflect an attachment to beliefs regarding the cycle of 
regeneration and death.  In his The Tree of Knowledge sketchbook Munch wrote,  
“…Now life is shaking hands / with death / the chain that binds together / with the 
thousand generations yet to be / born / has been tied.”216  However, this infinite chain of 
life and death or “transformation of matter” could also be viewed in a Theosophical 
context.  Cordulack briefly explains the “transformation of matter” was considered a 
form of sacrifice in Theosophy.217  Further, Besant herself claimed that the 
transformation of matter marked “the essential nature of sacrifice.”218  She continued by 
discussing the evolution of matter within the mineral, plant, and animal kingdoms as 
essential to the foundations of life, asserting, “Life passes onward.”  According to Besant, 
“the perishing of the lower form” was necessary in the creation of the “higher form,” and 
that, “the forms in turn are sacrificed in order that animal forms may be produced and 
may grow.”219 
Munch himself echoed this concept in a journal entry in which he wrote that the 
human mission is to be material donors to the formation of the universe after death.  
Although not dated, the entry exhibits his ultimate views on both protoplasm, and the 
transformation of matter:  
You who are incomprehensible—you who are part of the protoplasm—you who 
are like a vast mystical head drawn upon the heavens.  God…. Be joyful when the 
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great wish comes true, and the individual has completed his little mission—donor 
of matter to the atmosphere and the earth.”220 
The concepts of metabolism, continually generative protoplasm and 
“transformations of matter” encouraged Munch’s belief in “personal immortality.”  He 
expressed his ideas on immortality as early as 1892 in his Violet Diary, and it was these 
ideas that had catalyzed his break with Jaeger in the late 1880s.221  He wrote,   
One must believe in immortality—in so far as the nucleus of life must after all 
exist after the death of the body.  This faculty—of keeping the body together—of 
bringing the matters to develop—the life spirit where is it—Nothing perishes—
there is no example of that in nature—The body that dies—does not disappear—
its parts separate from one another—are recombined—but the life spirit, where is 
it—Where, nobody can tell—to claim its non-existence after the death of the body 
is just as foolish as wanting firmly to point out where this spirit will exist.222 
Cordulack argues that Munch’s views of immortality echo that of Carl Georg 
Büchner, a German writer who believed that separating matter from spirit was against 
nature.223  Yet this idea has Theosophical roots as well.  The concept of immortality lies 
at the heart of a more spiritual interpretation of monism embraced by Theosophists.  
Spiritual monism incorporated the idea that spirit and matter were united, and it also 
implied a union with the physical body and the “absolute One.”224  For example, Besant’s 
An Outline of Theosophy asserts, “Man is immortal, and his future is one whose glory and 
splendour have no limit.”225  In addition, Cordulack indicates that the Theosophists did 
not believe in “dead” matter, as illustrated in Besant’s 1909 publication The Ancient 
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Wisdom: An Outline of Theosophical Teachings in which she wrote, “No force without 
matter, no matter without force.”226   
Munch’s writings likewise suggest the Theosophical concept of “living matter.”  
On April 15, 1929 he wrote, “Everything is light and movement.  Just as the stone and the 
crystal have life and will, so do humans.”227  Importantly, he indicated in the same entry 
that he had thought of these ideas “20 years ago,” placing them at the time in which he 
was creating the Aula murals.228  Ten years later, in 1939, he declared,  
10 years ago, and 20-40 years ago, I noted in my diary that everything is alive.  
Even in “dead mass” life may be found.  There are star systems in an atom, and 
animal life may also occur there, as on Earth.  So, nothing is dead, and matter is 
alive. There is life in all things, “God” in all things, and we are “God.”  If life is 
manufactured from matter, in other words, “dead nature”—this would simply 
mean that life is disposable, and that one can transform life from matter into 
something else.229 
Munch’s growing commitment to both science and Theosophy can be seen in one 
final example, the relationship between monist theory and Theosophy as exhibited 
through the use of a tree metaphor.  In Anthropogenie, Haeckel used a tree as a visual 
metaphor to illustrate his ideas on the evolution of man (Fig. 40).  His “Human Decent-
Tree” depicted what Brain describes as the “summing of periodic waveforms,” or 
protoplasm, that “stabilized at intervals into specific physiological functions, each with 
their own characteristic periodicity stabilized with individual characteristics.”230  Trees 
have a long history of representing growth, life and regeneration—all of which are 
themes of interest to Munch.   For Haeckel, a tree provided the perfect metaphor for the 
interconnectivity of all organisms, and he used a diagrammatic tree to organize his 
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scientific classifications.  A tree, as a symbolic tool, also exemplifies the idea of 
protoplasm.  Like a tree with many branches, Haeckel argues that all organisms are 
inevitably linked through a universal protoplasmic substance.  According to Brain, he 
equated his ‘tree of life’ with “the story of protoplasm.”231   
Akin to Haeckel’s use of the tree as an illustrative and diagrammatic medium, 
Munch alludes to the symbolic power of a tree and its many branches in the title of his 
1930-35 The Tree of Knowledge sketchbook.  Instead of a diagram, or flow chart, 
however, Munch’s “tree of knowledge” consists of various visual representations paired 
with prose.  Together, the pages within the journal illustrate Munch’s desire for unity in a 
manner akin to Haeckel.  However, it is important to note that Munch, unlike Haeckel, 
believed that vibrating protoplasm was “the bearer of emotion, mystical longings and 
perceptions,” thus representing a spiritual understanding of monism as well as a 
biological one.232   
Furthermore, Munch utilizes the image of a tree in order to describe the shape and 
reality of the world.  As he wrote in 1929,  
A tree is not a trunk with branches and roots, in reality it has a different form, 
almost round—encased in a spherical casing.  On the other hand, I also believe 
that in reality, the world is not round, but also has a differently shaped centre (let 
us think in terms of a core with many branches).233 
This description is remarkably similar to an illustration in Geheime Figuren der 
Rosenkreuzer aus dem 16tem und 17tem Jahrhunderts entitled The Tree of Good and Bad 
Knowledge (Fig. 41).234  While it is unclear if Munch ever saw this particular image, the 
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similarities between it, Munch’s Tree of Knowledge sketchbook, and his journal 
descriptions are significant and worth consideration.  
While it is impossible to determine how fully Munch embraced Theosophy, given 
his cultural context—both the developments of contemporary science as well as the rising 
popularity of occultism—he would likely have been attracted to the ideas propagated by 
Theosophy.   His interest in electromagnetism and other invisible waves and energies also 
reinforce the likelihood that Munch would have responded to Theosophical ideas, given 
particularly his early grounding in Spiritualism. All of these themes were part of the 
culture of occultism in which Munch matured.  The final chapter of this thesis explores 
the Theosophical themes that occur within the work he produced near the end of his life, 
culminating in a discussion of Munch’s The Tree of Knowledge sketchbook.   
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Chapter Three: Theosophy and Visual Motifs in the Work of Edvard 
Munch 
In 1917 the art director of the Kunsthalle in Mannheim, Gustav Hartlaub, equated 
Expressionism with Theosophy, characterizing the movement as a “spiritual upheaval” 
representative of the anti-materialist cultural climate taking hold in Europe in the early 
twentieth century.235  To Hartlaub, the Expressionists’ tendency to disregard faithful 
depictions of observed reality was indicative of their capability to depict a type of 
“cosmic” consciousness, and their utilization of unrealistic color within their work was 
representative of higher worlds or “astral planes.”236  He continued, citing the work of 
Edvard Munch and his depictions of “auras” as an example of this Expressionist 
characteristic.237 
Yet Munch’s depiction of “auras” is not the only visual motif that appears within 
his work suggestive of a Theosophical mindset.  While the previous two chapters 
provided an overview of the complex cultural context surrounding Munch’s work, the 
following chapter will discuss the various ways in which Theosophy might have 
contributed to the visual constructs that appear throughout his oeuvre.  As I hope to have 
demonstrated in chapter two, Munch became increasingly attracted to Theosophical ideas 
by the early 1900s.  Building upon the last chapter the following pages will focus on the 
resonances between Munch’s pictorial imagery and popular Theosophical concepts. 
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MOTIF AND METAPHOR: LIGHT, ETHEREAL DOUBLES, AND ABSTRACTED 
REPRESENTATIONS 
Of the many visual constructs Munch utilizes echoing Theosophical concepts, his 
continual employment of a light motif throughout his work is the most resonant 
reference.  Munch’s utilization of light can best be seen within the Aula University 
murals, specifically the large centerpiece painting The Sun (Fig. 19).  While the previous 
chapter explained how The Sun might suggest emerging ideas of electromagnetism and 
invisible waves, the Theosophical implications of such imagery has yet to be explored.  
Munch’s monumental painting most literally represents the sun rising over the sea as seen 
from his house in Skrubben in Kragerø.238  In addition, Eggum suggests that the painting 
may be a reference to Ferdinand Hodler, an artist in whom Munch was interested and 
who depicted a similar subject matter he described as the “early morning light above 
Lake Geneva.”239  However, I argue that The Sun, along with the other paintings in the 
Aula University mural series, represents Munch’s struggle to reveal the cosmic secrets of 
humanity and, as stated earlier, depict the “eternal forces of life.”240   
In his essay “Radiation: Metabolising the ‘New Rays’” Rousseau compared The 
Sun to Leadbeater’s “Image of the body’s aura” (Fig. 42).241 He argues that the repetition 
of the motif of rays and concentric circles exemplifies Munch’s interest in space, 
radiation, and perception.  Indeed, the similarities between the two images are 
remarkable.  In both images light-rays emanate from the center of the picture plane, while 
a series of concentric circles or rings spread outward toward the edges of the frame.  In 
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addition, the iridescent, mother-of-pearl color palette of the Leadbeater illustration is 
similar to the colors Munch utilized within The Sun.   
Significantly, in a university commissioned competition for the Aula murals, in 
1909, Munch had submitted two different sketches for the centerpiece painting.242  The 
first option of the two was a preliminary sketch for The Sun, which was accepted.  The 
second, rejected idea was a sketch for a painting entitled Toward the Light (Fig. 43).  The 
simple, yet colorful line drawing sketch depicts a group of amorphous figures that spread 
across the foreground.  The figures blend into one another as they move backward in the 
picture plane and eventually form a multi-layered mountain in the distance.  At the top of 
the mountain stands a triumphant figure with its arms raised upward, reaching towards 
the sky.  A vibrant yellow sun shines above the figure, casting light on the figures below, 
with its rays emanating outwards and illuminating the surrounding clouds.  Eggum argues 
that this sketch represents the “mystic union with the Deity.”243  In fact, an excerpt from 
Besant’s The Ancient Wisdom of 1897, which was translated into German in 1905, echoes 
the imagery of the 1909 Towards the Light drawing quite remarkably and reinforces 
Eggum’s argument: 
But unity is at once felt when the buddhic plane is reached, as though we stepped 
from a separate ray, diverging from all other rays, into the sun itself, from which 
radiate all the rays alike.  A being standing in the sun, suffused with its light, and 
pouring it forth, would feel no difference between ray and ray but would pour 
forth along one as readily and easily as along another. And so with the man who 
has once consciously attained the buddhic plane; he feels the brotherhood that 
others speak of as an ideal, and pours himself out into any one who wants 
assistance, giving mental, moral, astral, physical help exactly as it is needed.244 
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Munch’s painting could well represent the rise of humanity through the astral 
planes, and the triumphant figure at the top of the mountain could embody a being who 
reached the buddhic plane.  According to scholar Ringbom, once one reaches this state, 
the real world and the mental worlds are inverted, so that the mental world becomes 
reality and the outside world merely an illusion.245  Moreover, in this state the creative 
aspects of humanity manifest “in a way and to an extent that down here we can hardly 
realize.”246  The multiple figures in the foreground of the image, as well as the figures 
ascending the mountain, might be read as the “universal brotherhood” that is so widely 
encouraged within Theosophical writings. 
Beginning in 1927, Munch created a final, large-scale painting based on the 
Towards the Light sketch.  Completed in 1928 and titled The Human Mountain: To the 
Light, this painting on unprimed canvas depicts a very similar composition to its 
preliminary 1909 sketch (Fig. 44).  Human beings surround the base of a mountain and 
ascend upwards.  Some figures climb up the mountainside, while others sit or kneel with 
their heads down as if in grief.   The sun no longer shines within the boundaries of 
composition, but a series of multi-colored concentric circles and rays radiate from an 
unknown source above the mountain, implying its presence.   An undated excerpt from 
Munch’s private journals, likely written around the same time as he completed The 
Human Mountain: To the Light, employs similar imagery.  He wrote,  
I saw one individual born of a stunted individual—and how the light first entered 
it and how it developed needs and requirements.  Like the first time it saw the sun, 
and stretched its hands towards it—that individual was told it was bad—and it 
bowed its head and believed itself to be bad—and a condemnation was 
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pronounced about that individual—because it was born with requirements—and 
because it was born stunted it was contemned to suffer for a long time.247   
Eggum suggests that Munch might have appropriated the imagery that appears 
within both The Sun and Towards the Light from the pictorial representations set forth 
within Sphinx, a popular Theosophical journal.248  In her article, “The Forgotten Meta-
Realities of Modernism,” Linda Henderson has noted that the cover illustration used for 
the German spiritualist periodical Die Uebersinnliche Welt during 1902-1904 was 
designed by the artist and Theosophist Fidus, or Hugo Höppner.249  Fidus, a prominent 
artist in this period, often focused on images of the sun and its radiations, further 
cementing the association of such imagery with Theosophy.250   
Fidus’s painting Prayer to Light, which was purchased by Przybyszewski in 1895, 
depicts the figure of a young man standing on a rock, with his arms stretched out towards 
the sun (Fig. 45).251  Fidus completed several versions of Prayer to Light across media 
and, according to scholar Michelle Facos, the painting symbolizes the spiritual 
enlightenment of the period, as well as celebrates the capabilities of “uncorrupted” youth, 
who hold the power to “guide humanity toward a harmonious future….”252 In addition, 
Prayer to Light metaphorically portrays the sun as “a life-giving and health restoring 
force,” foretelling Munch’s Aula University mural centerpiece, The Sun, as well as its 
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surrounding four paintings mentioned in chapter two.253  Given the similarities between 
Fidus’s Prayer to Light and Munch’s sketch Towards the Light, as well as the fact that 
Przybyszewski owned a version of the painting as early as 1895, Munch surely would 
have been familiar with Fidus, and may well have even seen this specific image.  
The link between radiating sunlight and Theosophy can be seen throughout 
Theosophical writings as well.  For example, Besant utilizes similar imagery in her 
description of the radiant progression of the soul throughout higher states of matter.  In 
1897 she had written,  
Formed of the matter of the three highest subdivisions of the mental plane, it is 
exquisitely fine, a film of rarest subtlety, even at its first inception; and, as it 
develops, it becomes a radiant object of supernal glory and beauty, the shining 
One, as it has been aptly named… This matter—drawn around a ray of the Self, a 
living beam of the one Light and Life of the universe—shuts off this ray from its 
Source, so far as the external world is concerned, encloses it within a filmy shell 
of itself, and so makes it “an individual.”254 
Munch’s beliefs in an energy-giving, or even spiritual light are reiterated in the 
many mentions of “primeval light” throughout his journals.  For example he wrote,  
A drop of blood is a world with a sun at its centre, and planets and starry heavens 
are a drop of blood, a tiny part of a body.  God is in us and we are in God.  The 
primeval light is everywhere and the light is where life is—and everything is 
movement and light.255 
In another entry he asserted, “The power of God must be behind it all—directing 
it all.  Let us say it is he who conducts the light waves—the power waves—the very heart 
of the matter.”256  He also equates the primeval light with electricity and suggests its 
connection to its ties Christianity as exhibited in another excerpt, “Is not Christ a spark of 
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primeval light? Primeval warmth—electricity.”257  Besant draws connections between the 
Theosophical interpretation of light as “spirit-matter” to Buddhist and even Christian 
traditions in the introduction to The Ancient Wisdom.  She writes: 
…For while these views as to the relations between Light and Spirit pertain to the 
later phases of Buddhism, and are not at all fundamental to, or characteristic of it 
as such, the Sânkhya teaches clearly and precisely that Spirit is Light…. Coming 
to the Christian religion, contemporaneous with the Gnostic and Neo-Platonic 
systems, we shall find no difficulty in tracing most of the same fundamental 
teachings with which we have now become so familiar.258  
In 1908 Munch was introduced to German philosopher Eberhard Grisebach 
(1880-1945).  According to Eggum, the two men engaged in numerous conversations 
regarding determinism and primeval light throughout the years that followed.259  These 
conversations are reflected in a 1932 letter to Grisebach in which Munch wrote: 
We once talked [Warnemünde 1906-07] about Determinism.  I claimed that many 
inherited burdens were difficult to completely eradicate…. You claimed that 
Determinism had very little meaning…. My art is a self-confession.  Through it, I 
seek to clarify my relationship with the world.  This could also be called egotism.  
However, I have always thought and felt that my art might be able to help others 
to clarify their own search for truth.260  
That same year, the artist featured the philosopher Grisebach in his painting The 
Splitting of Faust (Fig. 46).  The subject matter derives from Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe’s tragic play, Faust.  The painting illustrates the scene in which Faust reflects 
upon his love for Gretchen.261   Grisebach is depicted on the left-hand side of the image, 
representing Faust.  Next to Grisebach stands a doubled, translucent orange figure, 
copying the pose of the philospher.  To the right of Grisebach stands the figure of 
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Gretchen, who, just as in the play, holds a clergy-man’s ruff in her hand.262  Rousseau 
suggests that Grisebach’s “translucent doppelganger” is reminiscent of the “astral bodies” 
that appear in several manuals of “transcendental photography” in the period.263  In 
addition, Eggum suggests that the doubled figure represents Grisebach’s “astral 
shadow.”264  This would make sense since the plot of Faust deals in part with the 
progression of Faust’s soul after making a pact with the devil.   
While the Theosophical ties to the “astral” depiction of Grisebach are not 
concrete, Theosophical texts regularly include discussions of an ethereal “double.” 
Ellwood, for example, discusses Theosophical belief in the existence of an “etheric 
double” of the body that exists in a higher plane of consciousness shortly after death.265 
According to Besant,  
The aura is thus composed of the overlapping portions of etheric double, the 
desire body, the mental body, the casual body, and in rare cases the buddhic body, 
illuminated by the âtmic radiance.  It is sometimes dull, coarse, and dingy; 
sometimes magnificently radiant in size, light, and color; it depends entirely on 
the stage of evolution reached by the man, on the development of his different 
bodies, on the moral and mental character he has evolved.266 
The Grisebach “double” may in fact embody a Theosophical idea, especially when 
considering Grisebach and Munch’s conversations regarding anti-materialist topics such 
as primeval light.  This use of a double-figure is similar to the composition of Munch’s 
1908 Mason and Mechanic, which was painted in the same year as Munch’s first 
introduction to Grisebach (Fig. 47). 
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While Munch’s depiction of rays, concentric circles, and astral doubles suggest 
Theosophical interests, scholars have also noted resonances to Theosophical ideas in his 
abstracted representation of a moon over a body of water.  The motif the artist created 
consists of a simple circle referencing the moon, with a test-tube shape below it, 
representing the reflection of its light across a body of water; his 1895 painting Moonlight 
demonstrates this motif (Fig. 48).  In a footnote in her book Edvard Munch and 
Physiology of Symbolism, Cordulack indicates that Eggum stated in conversation that the 
moon in Munch’s art stands for the feminine principles, and the “test-tube”-like reflection 
stands for the masculine principle.267  According to both Cordulack and Eggum, similar 
imagery can be found within the illustrations present within the work of Besant and 
Leadbeater, as well as in an issue of Sphinx: Monatschrift fur seelemund Greistesleben, 
which Cordulack documents was edited by Przybyszewski.268   
Moreover, Munch’s 1899 woodcut print, Two People/The Lonely Ones further 
exemplifies the feminine and masculine assertions of the moon and reflection motif (Fig. 
49).  The simple composition depicts a man and a woman facing the ocean while the 
moon above shines brightly, casting a reflection onto the water.  Due to the positions of 
the man and woman, standing on either side of the circle and columnar form, the 
correlation between gender and the moon motif is prominent.   
THE TREE OF KNOWLEDGE OF GOOD AND EVIL 
Munch’s polychrome sketchbook project The Tree of Knowledge, completed 
between 1930-35, represents Munch’s cumulative response to the wide variety of 
spiritual and occult sources he encountered throughout his life, including Theosophy.  In 
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its many pages, some of which contain imagery created in the early 1890s, Munch 
expresses a desire to explore the meaning of life, as well as to place humanity within a 
broader conception of the universe.  Throughout his texts, his underlying interest in both 
contemporary science and occultism is evident.  When expressing these ideas visually, 
Munch frequently utilizes a visual language reminiscent of Theosophy.  Many pages of 
the sketchbook recall the imagery found within Besant and Leadbeater’s Thought-Forms 
(1905) as well as Leadbeater’s Man Visible and Invisible (1903).   
For example, one page of the sketchbook entitled “Notes of a madman,” 
mentioned briefly earlier, depicts a man, centered on the page with his arms outstretched 
and fingers separated, as if he has been electrically shocked (Fig. 2).  Below him lie 
layers of black scribbles resembling water or some other kind of vibrating substance, 
while black circles radiate from him.  Above the man, three humanoid figures fly 
downwards from the top of the page and reach out their arms as if to lift the man into the 
heavens.  The image can be tentatively dated to around 1909, as indicated in another 
journal entry, while the text was added in the 1930s.  It reads: “Notes of a madman / 
mankind and his circles / the periphery rises above / in ethereal vibrations / and down 
below, the vibrations of the earth.”269   
The text suggests comparisons to Thought-Forms, in which Besant and 
Leadbeater explain the workings of vibrations residing within both physical and astral 
planes throughout the ether of space.270  Moreover, the depiction of the man in the sketch 
is remarkably similar to the image of man in an illustration set forth in Leadbeater’s 1903 
publication Man Visible and Invisible.  In Leadbeater’s illustration, entitled “Aura of a 
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Devotional Type,” a man stands against a multi-colored background in an oval frame, 
posed similarly to the man in the Munch sketch (Fig. 31).  A yellow aura issues from the 
man’s head, and, as the aura radiates outwards, the color changes from yellow, to blue, to 
pink, and finally to green at the bottom of the composition.   
While Leadbeater’s illustration signifies the aura of an individual, Munch’s 
drawing seems to represent the vibrations of the earth, radiating from the center of the 
man depicted, and rising into the heavens.  From the associated text, one can deduce that 
the concentric circles and undulating lines are representative of a certain life force 
moving its way through an ethereal substance.  Rousseau has suggested the relevance 
here of Léon Arnoult’s 1897 Treatise on Transcendental Visual Aesthetics.  There 
Arnoult writes, “The most harmonious light-shape is the spherical light-shape.”271  
Several of Munch’s illustrations within The Tree of Knowledge include similar 
human auras and ethereal vibrations, frequently following the pattern of concentric 
circles.  An untitled page of The Tree of Knowledge further exemplifies these ideas.  On 
this page, Munch does not provide the viewer with a figure, but instead fills the paper 
with colorful curvilinear lines superimposed over text (Fig. 50).  Concentric circles 
radiate from various bold and fixed dots arranged rather haphazardly on the page.  Munch 
anchors the circles and lines to the bottom of the page, where he places a bold black line, 
topped with roughly scribbled brown, yellow and red lines.  The lines on the page seem 
to echo a passage from Przybyszewski’s “Psychic Naturalism”: 
The colours are now perceived as glowing, burning and intense lines which a 
child might have scratched out on a slate and now acquire a mighty pulsing life of 
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their own, enter into relation with the most intimate stirrings of our psychic life, 
and fuse themselves with the moving forms of the soul itself.272  
The text superimposed on Munch’s sketchbook page illustrates a similar type of 
pulsating unity: 
The earth loved the air. The air consumed it and the earth became air and the air 
became earth / the trees stretched their branches heavenwards and consumed the 
air / the trees broke away from the earth and became human beings / Everything is 
alive and in motion / even at the centre of the earth there are sparks of life / 
Thousands of centuries passed and pain was born. A little hope / A little smile. 
Then hope disappeared / The smile died / And generations trampled upon / 
generations / there was a steep hill with green grass at the tope / closest to heaven, 
was the wood—cows and sheep grazed / the grass and the sound of tinkling bells 
could be heard / the sky above was blue / with white clouds / the grass in the 
valley was so green / down below people were walking and calling to one 
another.273   
The visual similarities to Leadbeater’s Thought-Form illustrations are not as 
straightforward as in the last comparison, but against the backdrop of the previous two 
chapters, one can recognize resonances between the sketchbook page and Leadbeater’s 
Theosophical visual language.  The similarities between this Munch drawing and 
Leadbeater’s illustrations exist specifically in the relationship between color and 
conscious thought.  This Munch illustration, in both color and the organization of color 
could be compared with Leadbeater’s chart of “Involution and Evolution” from his Man 
Visible and Invisible (Fig. 51).  This chart illustrates the different colors of psychic 
evolution in relation to their respective “planes” of energy, associating each plane with a 
different color.  The process of involution and evolution, described in chapter two, 
consisted of seven astral planes, each of which was associated with a different color.274  
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Munch’s utilization of color within the sketch is remarkably similar to the colors 
representing the various psychic planes within the “Involution and Evolution” chart.  For 
instance, the shades of green, blue, yellow and purple recall the same colors in 
Leadbeater’s chart.  In addition, even the organization of color on the page, while 
probably coincidental, is similar to the order of the colors on the Leadbeater chart.  While 
it is impossible to prove with certainty that Munch drew upon these specific images in the 
creation of The Tree of Knowledge, the similarities in color and basic compositional 
organization suggest Munch was at least aware of the various associations of color within 
spiritual phenomena.  
Finally, a third and last example from Munch’s Tree of Knowledge sketchbook, 
titled “Man and his three sources of energy,” suggests another Theosophical concept (Fig. 
52).  The page depicts three, different colored, stacked dots—black, red, and brown at the 
top of the page.  Rings radiate in concentric circles out of the center of each colored dot, 
and the concentric circles maintain the same color as their central dot.  On the bottom of 
the page Munch places black and brown jagged and straight lines, anchoring the 
composition.  A series of wavy blue lines extend downwards from the top of the page.  
Superimposed text on the top and left side of the page reads: “Mankind with its three 
centres of energy—ether vibrations / the brain / the heart / the instincts / earth 
vibrations.”275  In “Radiation: Metabolising the ‘New Rays’” Rousseau argues that the 
text on this page is a direct reference to the triad of Theosophical scales.  He explains, 
“The heart, intermediary between earthly appetites and spiritual rapture, according to an 
analogical anatomy that includes the three states of corporeality: physical body/ astral 
body/ and mental body.”276  Thus, in this final example from The Tree of Knowledge, one 
                                                
275 Edvard Munch, ca. 1930-35; quoted in Tojner, Munch: In His Own Words, 118. 
276 Rousseau, “Radiation: Metabolising the ‘New Rays,” 167. 
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can see the overarching similarities to Theosophical concepts, not only through imagery 
but also text.  
For Munch, Theosophy likely served as a useful tool, assisting in his attempts to 
visually embody the complex ideas circulating on the subject of the invisible realities in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  The Tree of Knowledge represents 
Munch’s later attempts to reconcile and understand the new scientific and spiritual ideas 
that were emerging in this cultural climate.  In other words, Munch’s views on life, death, 
and eternity were not singular but rather a result of a complex integration of both spiritual 




In a 1978 exhibition catalogue, Edvard Munch: Symbols and Images, scholar 
Gerd Woll first attempted to address the mysteries behind the creation of Munch’s The 
Tree of Knowledge sketchbook.277  He provides a detailed formal analysis of its most 
important pages, and he discusses at length the dating difficulties present due to its loose-
leaf pages, and the images pasted into the sketchbook.  He draws connections between 
the sketchbook and other literary/visual projects Munch attempted throughout his life, 
such as his never-completed poetry portfolio “The Mirror” or his 1908 project, “Alpha 
and Omega.”278 Furthermore, Edvard Munch: Symbols and Images contains a detailed 
catalogue of The Tree of Knowledge, including a list of the contents, the mediums used 
and text translations of several pages within The Tree of Knowledge.279  At the end of his 
essay Woll concludes, 
It is hoped that future research will provide further clarification regarding the 
background of “The Tree of Knowledge” and the dating of the texts, as well as 
information about the volume itself.  There is still so much that we simply do not 
know—especially the later part of Munch’s life.  Not until this material has been 
carefully gone through and everything is seen in its proper context will there be 
hope of having all the pieces fall into place.280  
About twenty years later, Tøjner’s book Munch: In His Own Words published full 
translations and high-resolution images of The Tree of Knowledge as well as other journal 
pages.  Likewise, the development of the Munch Museum’s online archive as now made 
hundreds of translations and images of Munch’s private journals accessible, including a 
                                                
277 Gerd Woll, “The Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil,” in Edvard Munch: Symbols and Images, exh. 
cat. (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1978) 229-247. 
278 Woll, “The Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil,” 232. 
279 Alf Bøe, “Tree of Knowledge: Catalogue and Translation,” in Edvard Munch: Symbols and Images, 
249-255. 
280 Woll, 247. 
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separate file containing the pages of The Tree of Knowledge sketchbook in consecutive 
order.  Given these new resources, as well as the progress of scholarship on the occult 
and scientific contexts of Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, I 
hope to have been able to provide a new interpretation of The Tree of Knowledge 
sketchbook, as well as other of Munch’s works.  
Recent research by scholars of Munch such as Arne Eggum, Pascal Rousseau, 
Shelley Cordulack, and Robert Brain has begun to situate Munch within his appropriate 
cultural framework.  This literature, along with the work of Linda Henderson on the 
widespread preoccupation in this period with invisible realities in both scientific and 
occult contexts, has laid the groundwork for new readings of Munch’s art.  Building upon 
that scholarship, this thesis has sought to recover more fully the occult and scientific 
contexts of Munch’s early career in Oslo, Berlin and Paris and thus to have provided a 
new method of interpreting Munch’s early work, specifically his provocative painting 
Puberty in its several versions.  Given Munch’s early introductions to occult themes such 
as Spiritualism and to psychical research, as well as to international occult practices like 
spirit photography and the work of the followers of Reichenbach, I have argued that the 
painting reflects Munch’s desire to suggest the exteriorization of the psychic state of a 
sensitive young girl.  
Munch’s desire to depict invisible phenomena carried over into the later part of 
his career as well, manifesting itself in his murals in the Aula at the University of Oslo in 
particular.  Through this series of epic paintings Munch not only metaphorically depicts 
the illuminating power of knowledge, but also demonstrates his own knowledge and 
interest in the “energy-giving” lightstream of the sun.  Such dual enthusiasms for 
scientific and spiritual themes, as well as aspects of Munch’s iconography, strongly 
suggest parallels to Theosophical doctrine.  In light of the presence in Berlin of active 
 70 
Theosophical circles as well as Spiritualist groups, this would have been a logical 
extension of Munch’s earlier interests.  
Given the cultural climate established in this thesis—based on past scholarship 
and my own—we are now able, as Woll requested, to begin to interpret his sketchbook 
project The Tree of Knowledge in a new context. I have argued here that The Tree of 
Knowledge represents the artist’s fusion of a variety of metaphysical ideas circulating in 
Europe, this growing interest in Theosophy.  Just as the several pages of the sketchbook 
at a glance seem random and unconnected, so too does the artist’s late work.  However, 
through an analysis of his various cultural milieus leading up to these critical late years, I 
hope to have provided insights into the philosophical worldview Munch developed over 
his lifetime. There is still much to be studied on Munch’s late career, and many questions 
regarding The Tree of Knowledge have yet to be answered.  However, with this thesis I 
hope to have contributed to a new avenue of exploration in understanding the work of 






Figure 1:  Edvard Munch, “The Tree of Knowledge for Better or Worse,” page from The 
Tree of Knowledge sketchbook, unknown media on paper. MM T 2547, fol. 000-A3, 




Figure 2:  Edvard Munch, “Notes of a madman,” page from The Tree of Knowledge 




Figure 3:  Edvard Munch, Puberty, 1894-95. Oil on canvas, 151.5 cm. x 110 cm., 





Figure 4:  Edvard Munch, The Sick Child, 1885-1886.  119.5 x 118.5 cm., National 















Figure 6:  Frederick Hudson, Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Guppy, Album page with four spirit 
photographs, numbered 1-4, March 4, 1872. Four albumen silver prints, 9 x 6 cm. approx. 
















Figure 8:  Edvard Munch, Rue Lafayette, 1891. Oil on canvas, 36 ¼ x 28 ¾ inches, 














Figure 11: Edvard Munch, Portrait of Strindberg, 1896. Lithograph on paper, 61.2 x 46.5 




Figure 12:  Félicien Rops, The Most Beautiful Love of Don Juan, 1882-83. Graphite with 
stumping, scratching, and eraser on off-white wove paper, prepared with a white gouache 
ground (scratchboard), 26.1 x 19 cm., The Art Institute of Chicago. 
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Figure 14:  Edvard Munch, Puberty, 1894. Lithograph, 41 x 27.2 cm., The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York. 
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Figure 17: “Image of Vortex Created by Sadness.” From Hippolyte Baraduc, L’âme 
Humaine, ses mouvements, ses lumières et l’iconographie de l’invisible fluidique (1896).  
 
Figure 18: “The Luminous Manifestations of ‘Od.’” Carl Ludwig Freiherr von 
Reichenbach.  From Albert de Rochas, Le Fluide des magnétiseurs: experiences du baron 
de Reichenbach sur ses propriétés physiques et physiologiques, Paris, 1891. 
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Figure 19:  Edvard Munch, The Sun, ca. 1911. Oil on canvas, 445 x 780 cm., The University of Oslo, The University Festival 




Figure 20:  Edvard Munch, Installation photo: Chemistry, History, New Rays, 1909-1916. The University of Oslo, The 




Figure 21:  Edvard Munch, Installation photo: Women Turned Towards the Sun, Awakening Men in the Lightstream, The Sun, 
Geniuses in the Lightstream, Men Turned Towards the Sun, 1909-1916. The University of Oslo, The University Festival Hall 
(the Aula). From www.uio.no/english/about/culture/art/aula. 
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Figure 22:  Edvard Munch, Installation photo: Harvesting Women, Alma Mater, The Source, 1909-1916. The University of 
Oslo, The University Festival Hall (the Aula). From www.uio.no/english/about/culture/art/aula. 
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Figure 23:  Edvard Munch, Women Turned Towards the Sun, 1909-1916. Oil on canvas, 




Figure 24:  Edvard Munch, Awakening Men in the Lightstream, 1909-1916. Oil on 
canvas, 455 x 305 cm., The University of Oslo, The University Festival Hall (the Aula). 
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Figure 25:  Edvard Munch, Geniuses in the Lightstream, 1909-1916. Oil on canvas, 455 x 
305 cm., The University of Oslo, The University Festival Hall (the Aula).
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Figure 26:  Edvard Munch, Men Turned Towards the Sun, 1909-1916.  Oil on canvas, 




Figure 27:  Edvard Munch, New Rays, 1909-1916. Oil on canvas, 455 x 225 cm., The 




Figure 28:  Edvard Munch, Ingeborg With Her Hands Behind Her Back, 1912-13. Oil on 
canvas, 84 x 69 cm., Munch Museum, Oslo. 
 
Figure 29:  “Illustration of an ‘aura,’” from Albert de Rochas, L’Extériorisation de la 




Figure 30:  “Geometrical Aura Shapes,” 1896. From Dr. A. Marques, Neue 




Figure 31:  “Aura of the Devotional Type,” from Charles Leadbeater, L’Homme visible et 




Figure 32:  “Key to the Meanings of Colours.” From Charles W. Leadbeater, Man Visible 







Figure 33:  Wassily Kandinsky, Lady in Moscow, 1912. Oil on canvas, 108.8 x 108.8 




Figure 34:  Edvard Munch, Chemistry, 1909-1911. Oil on canvas, 14’ 11 1/8” x 7’ 4 5/8”, 
The University of Oslo, The University Festival Hall (the Aula). 
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Figure 35: Seed-Cells or Sperm-Cells from the Semen of Various Mammals. From Ernst 
Haeckel, Anthropogenie: Or The Evolutionary History of Man (1891). 
 
Figure 36: Edvard Munch, Page from Sketchbook (T 129), ca. 1891-1892. 
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Figure 38:  Edvard Munch, Metabolism, 1898-1900 and 1918.  Oil on canvas, 137 x 110 





Figure 39:  Edvard Munch, Alma Mater, 1909-1916. Oil on canvas, 455 x 1160 cm., The University of Oslo, The University 
Festival Hall (the Aula).
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Figure 40: Tree of Life.  From Ernst Haeckel, Anthropogenie; oder, 




Figure 41:  “The Tree of Good and Bad Knowledge,” From Altona, Geheime Figuren der 




Figure 42:  “Image of the body’s aura,” from Charles Leadbeater, L’Homme visible et 
invisible, Paris, 1903. 
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Figure 45:  Hugo Höppner (Fidus), Prayer to Light, 1894. Oil on canvas, 150 x 100 cm., 






Figure 46:  Edvard Munch, The Splitting of Faust, 1932-35. Oil on canvas, 100 x 117, 




Figure 47:  Edvard Munch, Mason and Mechanic, 1908. Oil on canvas, 90 x 69.5 cm., 
Munch Museum, Oslo. 
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Figure 48:  Edvard Munch, Moonlight, 1895. Oil on canvas, 93 x 110 cm., National 
Gallery, Oslo.  
 
Figure 49:  Edvard Munch, Two People/ The Lonely Ones, 1899.  Color woodcut with 
gouges and fretsaw and paper stencils in black, green, green-blue, red light ocher, pink on 
vellum, 39.4 x 55.2 cm., Sch. 117, Woll 157 VII, Munch Museum, Oslo, MM G 601-30. 
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Figure 50:  Edvard Munch, Untitled Drawing, page from The Tree of Knowledge 




Figure 51: “Involution and Evolution,” from Charles Leadbeater, Man Visible and 
Invisible, 1902. From The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-95, exhibition, 1986. 
DASE electronic resource. 
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Figure 52:  Edvard Munch, “The Human Being and His Three Centers of Energy,” page 
from The Tree of Knowledge sketchbook, unknown media on paper, ca. 1930-35.  MM T 
2547, fol. 017-A29, Munch Museum, Oslo.  From www.emunch.no. 
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